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WOLFGANG MITEDER
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“The Only Good Indian Is a Dead Indjap” "
History and Meaning of a Proverbial Stereotype | to

1o

Un

19¢
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There exist numerous stereotypes and slurs against Native Americans, bur the ‘ .
proverb “The only good Indian is a dead Indian’ is a particuarly hateful o0
nvective. It has been in use in the Unired States since the 18605, and General An
Piiilip Sheridan has repeatedly been named as irs originator. The proverp's cen
history, dissemination, meamng, and variation are traced to the present day, ior
showing that it is used with swrprising frequency in American literature and the pro
mass media as well as in oral speech. loss
ISEe

wer

THE INTEREST IN THE STUDY OF NATIONAL CHARACTER, stereotypes. ethnic “wi
urs. and racial prejudice as expressed m proverbs and proverbial expressions .
has a considerable scholarlyv tradition. Paremiologically oriented folklorists Pea:
and cultural historians have assembled collections of such mvectives, the threo St
standard books being Otro von Remsberg-Diringsteld's Inrermarionale Tinla. rece
turen (1992 [1863]), Henri Gaidoz and Paul Scbillot’s Blasons populaires de 1 fror
1884). and Abraham A. Roback’s A Dictionary of Internationai Siurs SRR

(1979 11944)). Numerous scholarly articles have also mvesugated the sierco- whi
typical worldview expressed n proverbial specch. notablv Wiltham Hugh jun- W
sen’s “A Culture's Stercotypes aind Their Expression m Folk Chichies™ 11957 e
Américo Paredes’s “Proverbs and Ethnic Stercotyping™ (1970). Marians Birn- puis
baum’s “On the Language of Prejudice” (1971), Alan Dundes’s “Slurs Inrer- 1
national: Folk Comparisons of Ethnicity and National Character™ (1975, U iml\\l
Quasthoff's " The Uses of Stereotype in Everyday Argument™ (1978). and mv D
“Proverbs in Naz; Germany: The Promulgation of Ant-Semitism and Stereu- Ficr
types Through Folklore" (Micder 1982). This selected list of publications ““'U
alone 1s a clear indication that considerable attenuon has been paid to prover- -
al invectives against minoritics throughout the world. These unfortunare e '
and misguided expressions o hate and prejudice. as well as other unfounde| ‘
generalizations, are unfortunately part of verbal COMMUNICALION Gmong - e
ple, and stereotypical phrases can be traced to the carhest written records. rr.u‘n
Proverbial stereotypes are regretfully nothing new, but perhaps people are 1.~!;~
AN,

Wolfgang Micder is professor of German and Folklore and chais of the Department of German and Kz Ame
the University of Vermon T

Journal of American Folklore HN(419) 38-60 Copyrighe © 1995, American Folklore Soner . ot
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Nheder e Crny Good Indian Is o Dead Indian® 39

more wilhng rodav o Guestion such dangerous slurs as they have become
maore aware of their paveholowical and ethical implications. This at least is
whiat 3 more enbightened anzeney should be hoping for at a time when ten-
sons petween pohacal. ractal, and ethnic minorities appear to be increasing.
Adthosek machas known abous proverbial stereotypes among different na-
sosiies e sens el gh samerous studies have been undertaken
to wxamime verbal slurs szainst fows and African-Americans, especially in the
Umeed Staes tBetrelhers and Janowitz 1964: Duijker and Fridja 1960; Gilman
PORG:Simpsorand Yinger 1965+ there has been a definite dearth of interest n

the proverbid mvecnves that have been hurled against Native Americans cver
smce Chnstopher Coluinbus and later explorers. settlers, and immigrants set
foot on the American conunent. As people look back at the colonization of the
Amencas by Europeans in the vear when the world commemorates the quin-
centenary of Columbus’s discovery of America. it is becoming ever more ob-
vious that the natrve porulation urfered terribly in the name of expansion and
progress. Naove Americans were deprived of their homelands, killed merci-
fessh o or placed on reseradions where many conunue their marginalized ex-
tencs todavs Tarly concepts of the “zeod Indian” or “noble savage™ quickly
were repliced by artitudes and pobeies thar reduced the native mhabitants o

Twila savages T who were standing m the way of expansionism in the name of

“mamtest desunyT (Arthar 1983 Wemnbere 1933). Litde wonder that Roy
Pearceomn his valuable book with the welling utle. Savagisn and Civilizarion: A
Stidy s the Tndian and i Americo: Mool (1967). can quote a thrasonjc;l] toast
recorded m the journal of Major Lamies Norris in 1779 that expressed the carly

rronter motto: TCivilizanon or c. :

hoall American savages.” That means,
blund: put. change vour wavs wnd ssaimilace the rules and hife-style of the
wlite conquerors and setilers or e Peheymakers tured this popular white
atttude toward the demonization of Natve Amerscans tojusufy killing thou-
sands o1 them or driving the survivors onto inhuman reservanons. The un-
pubbished and hiede-knovn dissertanon by Priscilla Shames, The Long Hope:
A Sundy of American Indian Stereorypes in American Pepular Fiction (1969), shows
how this cruel treatment of the nugve population s described in literature. and
Dee Brown's best-selling book. Bury My Heart ar Wounded Knee: An Indian
History of the American Vesy E1990f1970]), gives a more factual account.
Brown’s book contains 4 tethng chapter with the gruesome proverbial utle
“The Only Good Indian Is 4 Dead Indian™; the word “'dead™ meaning both a
hteral death and, for those who survived the mass killings, a figurative death,
thatis. a restricted life on the reservation with hrde freedom to continue the
trachinonal life-style.

s alarming that this nvecnve agamst Native Americans is still in use to-
day, astonishingly enough both by the general population and by Native
Amernicans themselves. Winess, for example, The Only Good Indian: Essays by
Canadan Indians (Waubagesing 197, 2 collection of short prosc and poctic
texts m which native nhabitants from Canada cxpress therr frustration with
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40 Journal of American Folklore 106 (1993)

their marginalized life in modern society. How bad must their phght be if the
editor. Waubageshig, decided to choose this invective against his own people
as a zzle. The explanation he gives in the introduction is as follows:

Polic: zrutality. incompetent burcaucrats. legal incongruaes, destructive education systems, ra-

cial a:: :ammauion, ignorant polincians who are abeteed by 2 country largely ignorant of its na-
tive p:sulation. are conditions which Indians face dailv. Yes, the only good Indian is still a dead
one. M::dead physically, but dead sprritually, mentably. economically and socially. [Wauba-
gesh:z 1 -700vi]

Yes. :zis is Canada, but the same picture emerges tor the United States, es-
peciz_= In the stereotypical view of Native Americans in motuon pictures, as
Ralp= Friar and Natasha Friar's study entitled The Only Good Indian . . . The
Holl'.oood Gospel (1972) illustrates. Even though some movies have portrayed
Indizrs in a favorable light, most are guilty of “'the enhancement and perpe-
tuauc s of stereotype motifs of the Indian as dronken, savage. or treacherous,
unrel:zdle or childlike” (Friar and Friar 1972:3r4). Similar prejudices can, of
coursz. be observed in other forms of mass media and evervdav verbal com-
mun:::zion in jokes, songs, and proverbial sluss.

Therz1s yer a third publication that carries sart of the proverb “The only
gooc indian 1s a dead Indian™ in its tite: a schelarly dissertation by the folk-
lons: Rayna Green. Green, a Native Americas. chose the ude “The Only
Gooc Indian: The Image of the Indian in American Vernacular Culture™ (1973)
for he: voluminous and enhightening study. The roverbial tite sets the tone—
here :: 2 meticulous account of the “popular” view or Native Americans as
expressed by Americans of all age groups. all socnl classes. and from all re-
gions o1 the country. The result is 2 shocking siercotvpical image that per-
meaiz: all modes of expression. of which lingu e examples are onlyv a small
part. Green mcludes a fow pages on “Savings, Proverbe, Proverbial Compar-
ssons. :nd Other Metaphoric Usages™ that comnmens m . stereorvpical way
abour Native Americans (1973:56-63).

Otizr lexicographers and paremiographers hive also put together small lists
of inveruives against Native Americans. What foilows i< selective number ot
frequenty found proverbial expressions from these difterent sources. with
dates o1 earliest occurrence where they arcavail.vle: o vo Indian tile™ (1754,
to waitin a single line), ““to be an Indian ver i T O TOd) o sing Indian ™
(1829. z0 act as one who defies death). "t do - Vb sober Indian™ (1832,
to remzin sober or drink only verv hittle 1o ver rae Emves) o plav Indian™
(1840. z0 not show anv emotions 1o see hyds - 7 te e s b Aol
“to wimn Indian™ (1862, to revert to a state o1 naiure Cio e aregudar Indian”
(1925. o be a habitual drunkard;. and “to be o e Fndan hst™” 11925, 16 be
prohibited from purchasing liquor. Many proverbil compansons repear this
negauve image of Native Amernicans as morallv. phyacally. and socially in-
fertor 1o whites: “*As dirty asan Indian™ (11 I35, As micas as an Indian ™ (1843),
"To vell and holler like Indians™ (1844

CAS SR foeammabler as an Indian
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Micder, “The Only Good Indian s 5 Dead 122 41

(1833). " As superstitious as an Indtan™ (1858}, awnd T =un ble a wild Indian”
(1860;. Orther texts frem the late 19th century mclude " To spend money like
Indian’s hair,”” “Red as an Indian.”" and “Siv as an Ladun™ (see Adams
1968:159-161; Cray 1990:114-115; Ewart 193377 Mathews 1951:866-876:

1}
t
|
a drunken Indian,” “To stare (stand) like 2 wooden Hiduan, “Straight as an !,
i
|
Morris and Morris 1962:189-190; Partridee 1977:88: RS sek 1679 |81 Rogers

1985:141; Stevenson 1948:1230; Tavior and W Binne © o8 o Urdang et al, o
1985:82. 560, 709; Whiting 1989:337).
» .
The Origin of the Preverh i
Turning to bona fide proverbs that express shanderons wiews concerning
Natve Americans, Green observes that the text " The »niv zood Indian is a i
dead Indian™ is “the only genuine proverb with referznce 1o Indians in the
[Umited] states”™ (1973:37). If only that were srue. - oruately there are
some other proverbs that have gained currency in the i3 spwech of this coun- :
try. The equational statement “Indians will be Indians, despite its lack :
of a metaphor, clearly alludes to the belict thar Indians il remain uncivil- ;
1zed savages no matter how hard white soldiers and so5iers sried to change i
them. dates from 1766 (Whiting 1977:233). Another TTovers inal comments
s Country, re-
corded 1in 1853, is “'An Indian. a partridge, and a sprucs tree can't be tamed”
(Mieder et al. 1992:329: Stevenson 1948:2507: Tavlor 25 Whinng 1935:199).
And thereis also the proverb " The Indian will come bacs o kis blanket orig- :
mally: meant to be slanderous. that was coliected 13 revon around 1945
(Mieder cral. 1992:329). Tvimplics that even those Indus < woho assimilated the '
wavs or their white masters would, 1 duc ume. returs < thers primityve and :
tradiional ways. From the same time. there 1. finall. . -he rroverb “"Never ‘I
trustan Indian,” which was recorded i Kansas :Micder 22 ai. 1992:3291. Wio ;
will be surprised, then. that the Honorable Alrred Bos-:mim Meacham, ex- i
Superintendent of Indian Affairs, had the audaciy to wrese m his suspect book, ;
Wigwam and War-Path; or The Royal Chicfin Chains, tha: + hether Indians were g
being cheated by the government or not was irrelevar It makes no differ
ence. They are Indians, and three-fourths of the peopiz i the United States :
helicye and say that ‘the best Indians are all under grounc’ "1 1875:515. empha- "

sis i original).? At another place in his book. Meacha: poscs the rhetorical
question. ‘Do my readers wonder now that so many ~hite men, along the
trontier line, declare that all good ‘Injins are three fee: ander the ground’?”’
(1875:198). And one year later, in his book Wi-ne-ma + T Woman-Chief) and
Her People, Meacham cites yer a third variant of this fro;-ier proverb, namely, 0
“All good Indians are four foort [fect] under ground™ 11376:35). There can be
no doubt about the sad fact that Native Americans were declared proverbially
dead by the middle of the 19th century, especially after the end ot the American
Civil War, when United States soldiers joined bigoted fronter settlers in a
meretless campaign to kill off the native population of 1 gant land.
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The willfully planned and ruthlessly executed destruction of Native Amer-
1can peoples needed its battle slogan. a ready-made catchphrase that could help
the perpetrators justfy the inhumane treatment of their victims. The proverb
that gained currency at the time and that can still be heard today is " The only
good Indian is a dead Indian.” It was indeed a devilish stroke of genius that
created this dangerous slur. Its multisemanticity is grotesque to sav the least:
on the literal level it justified the actual mass slaughter of Indians by the mili-
tary, and, on a more figurative level, it promoted the belief that Incians could
only be “*good™ persons if they became Christians and took on the civilization
of their white oppressors. Then they might be “good,” but as far 25 their na-
tive Indian culture was concerned., they would, in fact, be dead. Bei: by phvs-
ical or spiritual death. Native Americans were doomed victims of perpetrators
who acted in the nzme of manifest destinv while so-called innocent kvsranders
did nothing to prevent the holocaust of Native Americans.

Who coined the invective “The only good Indian is a dead Indiar..” which.
unfortunately. fit the stereotypical worldview of three-quarters of che popu-
lation of the United States in the late 19th century? Although mos: lexicog-
raphers attribute 1t to a remark allegedly made by General Philip S-eridan in
1869, the rerminus & guo for this stur can be tound in The Congress:wal Globe
(1868).

During a debate on an “Indian Appropriation Bill” that took riice on 28
May 1868 in the House of Representatives, James Michael Cavanavzh (1823~
79). congressman from Montana. uttered the following words:

Pwiltsay frankly that iz my judament. the entire Indian poliey ot the country is wr g from s

veryancepnion. In the 5inst place vou otfer a prennum for rascahiy by paving a beguriv prittance
to vour Indian agents The gendeman trom Massachusetts | Mr. Buder] may denvisce the sen-
ument as atroaious. b 1 will sav chat T like an Indian beteer dead than hving, Thave sever i mn
e seen a good Indiam and 1 have seen thousands) exeept when D have seen o coss ndian, |
behieve inthe Indian peitey pursued by New England in vears long gone. | beheve = the Indn
policy which was taugit by the great chicttain of Massachusetes, Miles Standish. [ = sove m the

policy that exterminates the Indians, drives them outside the boundaries of cvihizaz. o becanse

vou cannot civilize them. Gentemen mav call this very harsh language. but perhaps they would
not think so if they had had my experience in Minnesota and Colorado. In Minnesois the almos
living babe has been tom from 1ts mother’s womb: and | have scen the child, with s -« Suny heart
palpitating, nailed to the windows=sill. | have seen women who were scalped. distizured, our-
raged. In Denver. Colorado Territory. | have seen women and children brough: : scalped
Scalped why? Simply because the Indian was “upon the war-path.” 1o sausty the zovibish and
barbarous propensities. . . . The Indian will make a treaty i the (all, and mothe spriz - e apam
“upon the war-path.” The torch. the scalpmg-knife, plunder, and desolation tollow wherever
the Indian goes. . . .

My friend from Massachuscrrs [Mr. Butler] has never passed the barrier of the fronsier. All he
knows about Indians (the gentleman will pardon mec for saying it) may have been gathered |
presume from the brilhiant pages of the author of “The Last of the Mohicans™ or tfrom the Iines

of the poct Longfellow n “Hiawatha. " The gendeman has never yet seen the Indizn upon the

!
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- ; Micdcr, *“The Only Good Indian Is a Dead Indian™ ER
- ; war-path. He has never been chased, as | have been, by thesc red devils—who scem 1o ae the
1p ; pets of castern philanthropists. [Congressional Globe 1868:2638]°
o The sentence “I have never in my life seen a good Indian cxcept when | have
y seen a dead Indian” 15, of course, a mere prose utterance that lacks manv ot the
. poetic and formal markers of traditional proverbs save for its parallel striszure
st Yet 1t 1s easily noticeable that this subjective sentence contams the clesr pos-
R sibility of being shortened into the much more proverbial formula “The only
d good Indian is a dead Indian.” Unfortunately, James Michael Cavanaugh wax
on expressing boldly, in the House of Representatives, what most Americans teit.
- if not said, as well.
h Indians and death werec tragically connected in the frontier worldvicw . and
ors it should not be surprising that United States soldiers and their ofticers <aared
® this negative view of Native Americans. Major Williamn Shepherd described
the general stereotype in his book Prairie Experiences:
ch
- People who know nothing about Indians look at them at first with curiosity, which soon i+ =vived
- with a hittde contempt: but those who have had much to do with them in wars dishke the - Dros-
Cin ence. and. knowing their habits. are often nervous and apprehensive of treachery, Tow L s e s
N meritortous deed, from an Indian point of view. for a band to murder a single white . ' n
could be done with pertect safety m regard to their skins. . . . The possibility of the Indi.- RISTIN
0 converted to any civilized or usctul purposes is a chimera: he will be a wild man. or he =il die
. out: s inherited disposition will prevent his ever being a satisfactory member of 2 seti - com-
o mumty, On the fronner a good Indian means a “dead Indian.™ Whether the Indians 5. - de-
served. or brought on themselves. the imurnies they have suttered. and to what extent the - <reat-
mentimght have been amehiorated by honestv i the agents emploved by the Governne oo an.d
™ b o more bumanitarian spirit i the people who have ousted them. can matter hudde a1« - sent
NS The Indian must go. 1s gomg. and will soon be gone. T has uck. [ISS4:61-63]
ms This cruel passage from 1884 can be contrasted with the thoughts expruossed
! two vears later by Vicar Altred Gurney, an Englishman. in his book 4 R.onble
an Through the United States (1886). Notice that, although Shepherd's statement,
the “On the frontier a good Indian means a ‘dead Indian.” ™ has not quitz vet
“l' reached the final proverbial form. Gurney makes it perfectly clear thit the
I proverb “A good Indian is a dead Indian™ was well established in Amer: s by
" 1356:
H
1:_ The story of Indian warfare 15 no doubt one of bloodshed. cruchiv. and outrage; but. = they
- resented with the ferocity of savages the intrusion of the white men who appropriated the:: hunt-
and my grounds and gave them no quarter. let it not be forgotten that they responded generc sy o
n the appeal of those who, conscerated by the hands of poverty and pain, spoke to ther i the
o Name of 2 crucified King, and proclaimed the gospcel of peace and goodwill. Not vet. | zhink,
are white men civilized enough to handle savages successtully. And of all savages the rez man,
he perhaps. demands the greatest patience. courtesy. and forbearance. Not vethave wedearn: o put
] m pracuce the divine method. though the expericnce of ages demonsirates the funlity o every
wics other. ol overcoming evil, not with evil, but with good. The Government of the United States
he i atlength earnestly endeavorng to do tardy justice 1o the conquered race; butat was distzzssing
\ ;
N 701061
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to hear again and zz1n from American lips the remark that “a goad Indian is a dead Indian. " For
my own part | cannot believe that a people whose dark eyes are so wistful and dreamy, whose
speech is so musicsl. and whose language so full of poctry, can be hopclessly degraded, or
doomed to exunczon. [1886:28-29]

Positive as this assessment might seem at first glance, Gurney nevertheless en-
dorses attempts to ““civilize” Native Americans by converting them to Chris-
uanity, thereby destroving their traditional beliefs and culture. The difference
between the scldiers and militant people of the frontier, on the one hand, and
the Christian russionanes, on the other. was one of degree, for. whereas one
group intendec :0 change the perceived savages by the sword, the other group
intended to cor:vert them by the word of God.

For the histerical survey of the proverb “The only good Indian is a dead
Indian™ it 1s of considerable importance to notice that the early proverbial var-
1ants cited in the passages from 1884 and 1886 are nor associated with any par-
ticular author. This was also not the case with the three variants about Indians
belonging several feet below the ground from the 1870s, cited earlier in this
article. It is alsc a well-established fact that, although ““conceivably a proverb
may for a ume e associated with the inventor’s name. all ascriptions to defi-
nite persons must be looked upon with suspicion™ (A. Taylor 1985:38). And
vet. such an ascription of the proverb under discussion here was in fact sug-
gested by Edwazrd Ellis in his book Tlie History of Our Country: From the Dis-
covery of Amer:.z to the Present Time (1900{1895]). Entitling a short paragraph
“Sheridan’s Ben Mot Ellis relates the following cvent from an cyewitness
account of Car:ain Cherles Nordstrom:

It was the writer’s zood forrune to be present when General Sheridan gave utterance to that bon
mot which has sin:: pecome so celebrated. t was m fanuary, 1869, in camp at old Fort Cobb.
Indian Terntory. 2w Oklakoma, shotdy after Custer's fight with Black-Kerde's band of Chey-
ennes. Old Toch-z-wway (Turtle Dove). a chief of the Comanches. on being presented to Sheri-
dan. desired to 1mzress the General in his favor, and striking himself a resounding blow on the
breast. he manage 1o say: “Me, Toch-a-way: me good Injun.™" A quizzical smule ht up the Gen-
cral’s face as he set :2ose standing by in a roar by saving: *“The only good Indians I ever saw were
dead.™ [Elis 1900 1595):1483)

This anecdortal raragraph, with its author's obvious delight in telhing the grue-
somely “humorous’ event, appears of questionable authenucity. General
Philip Sheridan (1831-38) repeatedly denied having made such a statement,
but there 1s no doubt that Sheridan was known as 3 bigot and Indian hater, as
the historian Paul Andrew Hutton has shown by entitling a chapter of his
book, Phil Sheridan and His Army (1985), “Forming Military Indian Policy:
‘The Only Good Indian Is a Dead Indian.’ ” It is of Interest, however, that
Hutton does not directly quote the statement allegedly made by Sheridan,
"The only good Indians I ever saw were dead,”” but rather uses its more gen-
cralized and powerful proverbial form, “The only good Indian is a dead In-
dian,” which became synonymous with the Indian policy of Sheridan and
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most other generals of the period. As Stephen Ambrose puts it so clearly m s
account of the parallel lives of the two American warriors, Crazy Horwe ani
Custer:

Fronticr posts reverberated with tough talk about what would be done to the Indians. ITIN
caught, and it became an article of faith among the Army officers that “vou could not trusi i
Indian.” Sheridan’s famous remark, *The only good Indian I ever saw was dead.” was often and
glecfully quoted. [1975:310)

Sheridan’s defenders have tried to disclaim his having coined this proverb.
and they are technically correct. for it will probably never be known whether
the proverb developed from Sheridan’s alleged statement or whether his ill-
conceived utterance was a subjective reformulation of the proverb already n
currency. In 1904 Brigadier-General Michael V. Sheridan, in his new and en-
larged edition of the Personal Memoirs of Philip Henry Sheridan, writes apolo-
geucally that “'some “fool friend” in Montana attributed to General Shernidan
the expression that "a dead Indian is the only good Indian." and. though he
immediately disavowed the inhuman epigram. his assailants continued 1o rme
the changes on it for months™ (1904:11. 464+-635). Another scholar who tried
to clear General Sheridan’s name was Carl Rister. who begins the pretace or
his book, Border Connnand: General Phil Shervidan in the 1West, with the following
defensive remarks:

Sheridan’s foes charged that he had said. *The onh good Indian s a dead Indian 7 Tos improb-
able that he made such a statement. That was not Ins rohev. But he did behieve that tndians mus
be taught that crime does not pav: that. i murder and thett were committed by cicher red man
or white, punishment would be swift ans sure, Moral suaston, he argued. could noc ahwavs be
ased even amony the most enhghtened people; courts and Law entorcement JLCHCICS WCTC nee-
essary. In this, Sheridan had enthusiasuc support—not onlv of his otticers and men. but also of
the border people. To his enemies. Sheridan was haughev. unbending. and scornful: to s sub-
ordnates he was “'Little Phil.™ a man of fiery temperament. caustic, impctuous, savage when his
plans were not properly executed. never spanng himselt or others. but far and generous when
the occasion demanded. Physically. he was a small man. but every mch 4 leader. strony and

magneuc. honored, loved. and feared. (1974 v iy

In spite of Rister’s attempt to whitewash the career of this Civil War general
by staung that in the late 1860s Sheridan turned his attention to fighting In-
dians as so many other officers and soldiers did. the proverb “The only good
Indian is a dead Indian"" has become solidly attached to Sheridan’s name.

As already stated, it is not known which individual actually coined the pro-
verbial slogan. It probably was not Sheridan. and it also was not an even more

tamous, or rather mfamous, Indian fighter who made the following remarks
ata speech in January of 1886 in New York:

“Isuppose [ should be ashamed to say that [ take the Western view of the Indim. | don't LN

tar as to thmk that the only good Indians are dead Indians. but I beheve mine out of Cvery ten are,
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46 Journal of Amenian Folklore 106 {1993)

and { shouldn’t like to inquire too closely intw the case of the tenth. The MOst vicious cowpov
has more moral principle than the average Indian. Turn three hundred low tamihes of New York
into New jersey, support them for fifty vears m vicious idieness, and vou will have some idea of
what the Indians are. Reckless, revengeful. fiendishlv cruel, they rob and murder. not the cow. -
boys, who can take care of themselves, but the defenseless. lone settlers on the plams. As for the
soldiers, an Indian chief once asked Sheridan tor a cannon. “What! Do you wait to kill mv soi-
diers with it?" asked the general. ‘No,’ replied the chief, “want to kill the cowboy: kill soldier
with a club.” "™ [As quoted in Hagedorn 1921:353)

The person who said these words was that “rough rider” who published his
racist and expansionist views and an account of his exploits on the American
frontier in his acclaimed book The Winning of the 1West (1889)—Theodore Roo-
sevelt (1858-1919), who became President of the United States only five vears
after making these hateful comments. The fact that Roosevelt mcluded the
proverb in a speech in 1886 in the eastern citv of New York. far removed from
the racial strife at the frontier, is a clear indication that the proverb and its dis-
criminatory message had permeated the American consciousness by that ime.

Lexicographical History of the Proverh

Lexicographers first began to record variants of “The only good Indian s =
dead Indian” in the early 20th century. Gurney Benham registered Sheridan <

alleged utterance, classifying it as a political phrase, m his Complete Boek =7

Quotations (1926:459b). Other lexicographers did the same. with H. L
Mencken in 1960 and Bergen Evans in 1968 attributing the same statemen:.
more or less fittingly. to another famous Civil War general who became o
Indian fighter, William Tecumseh Sherman i1820-91) (Evans 196x:343
Mencken 1960:585). The editors of two more recent books of quotations troi
1988 have gone back to giving Sheridan credit for this statement {Carrueh an
Ehrlich 1988:55: Daintich et al” 1988:167:. There are, however, also nunere:
authors of quotation dictionarics who list the actual proverb rather than She: -
idan’s phrase. As early as 1934, Burton Stevenson. in hie Home Beok e,

tations, had it both ways, cung the proverb as the major headmy and e
referring to Sheridan’s statement in an explanatory note (1H47[1934]:9700 1 1.
here that a2 major reference tool begins the partial identincation of the froni. -
proverb with General Sheridan. Seven vaars later the cditors of The O
Dictionary of Quotations (1941) followed suic and went one step durther i
merely cited the actual proverb and attached Phihp Sherdan's mame o 16
subsequent editors of the sccond and third editions of this classic waorks .
identical entries, thus playing thair lexicozraphi iy v dneedie g

information that Sheridan coined this stereotypical proverb . The Americarn
competitor, Bartlett’s Familiar Quotations.” does the Oxford cditors une betre:
Christopher Morley, as the cditor of the 11th ediion, hists Sheridan™s remary:
for the first time in this important reference work. He repeats the sanie mios
mation in the 12th edition. In 1955 the unnamed cditor of the 13th cdiner
added the following comment after quenmg Sherndan'™s stemens e
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{
R phrase is more often heard in the version ‘The only good Indian is a dead In-
Yori, dian.” "’ Emily Morison Beck, the editor of the two subsequent editions of
Jea ol Bartlett’s Familiar Quotations,? kept the identical entry, thus at least indicating
GREVEYS to readers that there is a difference between Sheridan’s alleged comment and
o the the folk proverb. Yet quotation dictionaries of lesser value and distribution
¥ ool have. since 1942, usually just listed the proverb with Philip Sheridan’s name
okt attached to it, a scholarly phenomenon that shows how lexicographers blindiv
copy from one another (Cohen and Cohen 1960:364; Davidoff 1942:153).
b Obviously, paremiographers have also played their role in registering the
erican folk proverb in newer proverb collections. It is interesting to note that it was
- Roo- the British scholar Vincent Stuckey Lean who listed the early variant. A good
eare Indian is a dead Indian,” as an American proverb for the first time in 1902, in
- the his Proverbs Relating to the United Kingdom . . . Together with a fewr English Es-
G from timates of Other Nations and Places, after having found it in Gurney's 4 Ramble
die- Through the Unired States (1886) discussed above (Lean 1969{1902}; 1. 282). The
e next reterence comes onlv in 1931, this rime by the dean of international par-
eniology, Archer Taylor. who in his book The Proverh makes the terse com-
ment that the proverb * "The only good Indiands a dead Indian’ breathes the
air of our western frontier” (19851931 ]:9-10). Admittedly, that does not sav
s o much. but it indicates that Tavlor recognized this text as a bona fide rolk prov-
lan's erb from the American trontier that had long had currency throughout the
ol o United States and did not need to provide the apocryphal attribution to Sher-
4L rdan.
Yo Abraham Roback includes the shghe variant “The only good Indian is a dead
" one.” calling it an American “slogan originating in the Colonial period. when

343 the Indians became a real menace, massacring hundreds of the new sertlers, ™

rom w his Dictionary of Internaironal Slurs (1979]1944]:181). Although Robuack iy -

i correctin daung the origin of the proverb to the 17th or at least 18th century,
s i ) . . - . .. .
rou ne does give an authenuc picture of the sociopolitical problems that existed
N N

e between the Native Americans and the carly settlers. In his fascinauing book.
Caher- . . . . . . vy v
Builders of the Bay Colony. m the especially enlightening chapter “John Ehor

,
[‘::(:] [16()4—16?()]. qusrlc to (f.l(..’ Indians.™ Samuel Eliot Mo'risgn dcs.cnbcs these
S stereobtyplcal tensions by citing the ]‘)th—cc:{lmry proverbial invective as an ap-
ier propriate description of this sad stare of affairs:
xjord That same autumn or 1646, the General Court appomted Eliot one of a commntree 1 select and
-~ They parchase land from the Indans. 1t the colonyv’s expensc, “for the encouragement of the Indians
The to hve 1 a more oréerly way amonesi us.” Yet from the start he encountered strocton and
nave hostility amony his own people. whose attitude was abways a heavy obstacle to his work. French-
S is- rien and Spaniards mingled casiiv with the American Indians; but the English pride of race 1o;:-
fican bade [this]. Your New England seuder quickly acquired what has become the tradinonat atnnide
trer ofthe English-speaking pioneer A good Indian s a dead Indian.” To him the native was 3 dirte,
i lazy. treacherous beast: “the arrow that ficth by day.” and “the terror that flicth by nigh: =
-ark £1930:293-296)
itor-
iton Things might have become a bit more avihzed in the colonies some good
The hundred years later. when mfuential chinkers like Patrick Henry, in 1787, ¢ven
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advocated interracial marriages between Indians and whites. Reflecting on:
“The Indian Contribution to the American Revoletion,” Leroy Eid comments
that

one often hears that the frontier’s motto was “the only goo: Indian 1s 2 dead Indian.™ Perhars
this cliché&—born 1n the nineteenth century’s plains wars—w s truc of some fronuers, but 1t was
not anvwhere universally true of the carlier fronticrs where whites met vibrant and confides:
Indian cultures. {Eid 1981:290-291]

Nevertheless, it isa known fact that Native Amercans were also exterminates
or marginalized in the colonies. That is exactly what the bigoted James M-
chael Cavanaugh meant in his 1868 specch in the United States House of Rep-
resentatives, when he said to Mr. Butler from M:ssachusetts:

I believe in the Indian policy pursued by New England i yeas: iong gone. I believe in the Indis-
policy which was taught by the great chieftain of Massachusc=s. Miles Standish. | believe uy the
policy that exterminates the Indians. drives them outside the tundaries of avilizauon, becas-

you cannot civilize them. [Congressional Globe 1858:2633]

Starung with Burton Stevenson’s large volume. The Home Book of Proverb.
Maxims, and Famous Phrases (1948). all the maje: Anglo-American provers
collections contain the proverb ““The only good I dian is a dead Indian™ (Ac-
ams 1968:128; Mathews 1951:715: Mieder et al. 7492:329: Simpson 1982:9x.
Stevenson 1948:1236; Whiting 1989:337), with t= notable exception of Tl
Oxford Dictionary of English Proverbs (1970). Smalizr regional collecrions bezr
witness to the established proverbiality and currer:zv of this stereotvpical fron-
uer wisdom throughout the United States. In fac:. tolklorist Helen Pearce -
cludes six proverbial invectives with explanatory comments in a list of “Foli
Sayings in a Pioneer Family of-Western Oregon™ that her tamily was using
(which originally reached Oregon mn the 18505) w=zn she collected them i th.
early 1940s:

There's no good Indian but a dead indian.

(This atnrude is ungencrous, butitis derived from the experiznie of some of the car v seudens
He's an Indian giver.

(He is a person who gives something and takes it back ALENL L UnEracaons yiver. )

He's off the reservation.

(He is running wild: or doing somiething unusual; or appear: very wreen and unsophistcares
The saying 1s derived from the sometimes wild behavie: of [z .ns when pernmtied o ey
reservanons and enter the white man’s towns. )

Hc was drunker than an Indian.

(The pioneers found that Indians did not carry liquor well: znce this proncer saving about .
person obstreperously drunk.)

He works harder than an Indian.

(Often ironically said n western Oregon, where most of the 1-duns worbed very hitde )
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Wild as an Indian; sly (or cunning) as an Indian.

{These are examples of numerous uncomplmentary comparisons. ) [1946:236-237]

“The only good Indian is a dead Indian” proverb was also collected in 1963
m Pennsylvania, and in 1965 in llinois (Barbour 1965:98; Barrick 1963:170;
Kingsbury 1988:130), and the Folklore Archives at the University of Califor-
ma at Berkeley contain six additional citations that folklore students collected
between 1964 and 1986 in California. The tollowing notes on the comments
made by a 50-year-old American informant to a student folklore collector in
1969 are quite telling:

The only good Indian is 2 dead Induan.
My informant lcarned this when she was a young vicl fc. 1925] growing up in Carson Ciry,
Nevada. There was an Indian reservation near where they lived. and the whites of Carson City
were very discriminating toward the Indians and looksd upon thent as quite inferior. She heard
this used by many people in town. It was generally said as a comment after someone else would
tell of the latest exploits of some “drunken” Indian. This comment meant that thev were only
good when they were dead, so all Indians abve are bs s, My informant beheves thas this phrasc
came out of Indian wars and was first said by either General Grant or Lec, she can't remember

which.®

This text includes alarming tesumony of the widespread disrespect of Native
Americans 1 this country and once again maXes clear how confused the ateri-
bution of a proverb 1o a cerrain historical person can get. A second text from
the Berkeley Folklore Archives is dated from 1977 and mcludes horrid com-
ments concerning the “humor™ of this inveztive and the student collector’s
msighttul reactions:

The only good Indian s - z2d Indian.
Donald {Geddes| admits that this s o vervraentstatern s He doesn’creally beheve tue can sall
and the bumor mvolved with 1t He remembers that se.rleatcollege m Palo Alto teed o SaV it
3ot drea 1935, Bu he didn't chink he learned it fros. svone in parocuiar. He is s re tiat he

heard it a discussion concernmyg Induans, butahwavs o jest

Frhink that Mr. Geddes and his triends beheve the savimzmore than they will adm:: It reficers
Amencan culture because once long ago the Indians 1 ssessed our continent. Ther we took it

from them. When they protest, a good comeback is Tz only wood Indian 1s 2 dead Indiam ™

A third student collector obtained the tollow:=z even more recent information
trom a California informant in 1986 that furi-or illustrates how this prejudicial
proverb 1s part of the worldview of many Ariericans:

The only good Indian s 2 z=2d Indian,
My informant s a native of North Dakorta where she t2ils me there were many Indiza reserva-
vons. She dearned this proverb when she was 2 very vounzehild e 1923). She cannot semember

anv speafic sources for the proverb: it was just somerning that vou would hear 2t home or at

school. People m North Pakota were extremely prejuc:zed agamst the Indians becauss they had
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the reputation of never working. always drnking. They were not very honest people and wers
believed by many to be murderers and looters. Indians were not respected by the white peoric

atall. Thus. we can understand the reasoning behind the proverb. =

With all this documentation from various published and oral sources, my co-
editors and I felt justitied in ascribing a general geographical distribution
throughour the United States to the proverb “The only good Indian is a dead
Indian™ in our recent Diciionary of American Proverbs (Mieder et al. 1992)—b]:-
tant reality did not perm:t us to act otherwise. for excluding this proverbisl
slur would have been dishonest. 1t only would have hidden or whitewashed
the truth.

The Proverb in Literature and the Mass Media

Just as this proverb persists in oral communication, so it also permeatcs
written sources from scholarly books to novels. from IMAZAZINGS [0 NCWspa-
pers, and even on to cartoons. " In Mary Rinchart’s detective novel The Chree. o
Staircase, for example. one finds the double statement: “lustes the only goe s
Indian 15 a dead Indian. so the only safe defaulter is a dead deraulres
(1908:354). Although the proverb actually serves onlv to introduce a clya--
acterization of a male person obsessed with money. it nevertheless s used -
describe the man's dishorzsty by comparing him o the stereotvpical deviows
Indian. This carly reference shows already what 1s to become o DALCTn M moe:.
modern uses of the provera. Often. instead of bemyg cired, 1o1s reduced o tis
formula “The only good N s adead X, aivmg s speaker or suthor a reads -
made proverbial slogan voich all the negaove and premdicnal comoinons -
its ongimal proverbui form. Mereiv four vears atter Rinchars « tormulne o
of the proverb, Edgar Burroughs followed sunt m s FEursue novel 4 i
of Mars (1987]1912)). desenibing the herome who dostiie Cher tenderiios s
womanly sweetness vwas <31l o Martan, and to o Martian the oniv cood

CHdis
1s a dead enemy; for evers dead foeman means so iuch more o divide -
tween those who live” (Burroughs 1987:72).* This vuriation mhirecudy g -
tains the victimization of Native Americans bur SUNCTINZOS 1T fo mnciee
mies of any type.

SRR

This proverbial formulz was also used as aslogan avans the Gerrpae
mg World Wars [ and 1. Robert Graves reports o
war atrocitics in his book Good-byc 1o Al Thai,

'
-

LRILIN=N: 0 S ot

They sent me back with three bloody priscacrs. vousee, sl one saned bapres

B RGN 1 T R
s0 I had to keep on kicking the sod down the trench, Fie was R T IUN RYS WA
el fed up, sol thought: "Il have s bt of gamc. " had ther con o wnl, o cilier - revaly

and madc "em open their pockets without turnmyg aroend | e | Srenpeia v

with the pin out, and ducked behind a rraverse, o

Toarsit e o,

P L™ S T e

No good Fritzes but dead unsT Graves TUAT19005 150 L
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In another Briush account by Bombardier “X” (pseudonym), So This Was
War! (1930), cditor Shaw Desmond introduces this demythologization of
World War I:

If vou believe that “the only good Germans were dead Germans, " and that every British Tommy
lusted only to kill the Boche, and was without religion, read this boy {the bombardicr] who
writes: "We may curse and swear, but it’s only bluster. Deep down in our hearts, we pray. The
Germans must pray, too. They're in it the same as we are. They have mothers, and wives, and
children, and the same God as we have. Itis very difficult, this War. I don't understand it 2 bit. ™
[Desmond 1930:11-12]

From 1930 there is yet another British variant directed against the Germans:
“There's only one good Boche, and that's a dead one” (Whiting 1989:337) .12
There 1s no doubr that variants of the American proverb were used repeatedly
by the Britsh people against the Germans, as can be seen from the cited ex-
amples and the following statement from Anthony Gilbert's Missing from Her
Home: “We used to say in the First War—the only good German'’s a dead Ger-
man’ (1969:124). Such variants also show, of course, the regrettable interna-
vonalization of the slanderous proverb and its uniderlying proverbial formula.

During World War Il Agatha Christic includes the following dialogue be-
tween a Briush woman and a German refugece in her detective novel N or Af>-

“You're arefugee. . . . This country’s at War. You're 2 German.” She smiled suddenly. “You
car’t expect the mere man in the strect—literally the man in the streci—to distinguish between
buad Germans and good Germans. if | may put it so crudelyv.”

He sull stared at her. His eyes. so very blue. were poignant with suppressed fecling. Then.
suddeniv. he o snuled. He said:

“Thev sad of Red Indians. did thev not. that a good Indian was a dead Indian?™ He laughed

“To bea good German | must be on ume 3t myv works Please. Good morning. " |Chnisue
1941:27]

In vevanother Britsh war novel. Green Hazard, by Manning Coles, one of the
characters is described as a bit suspect by once again varving the proverb:
"Good chap. 1sn't he, though I find that placid manner rather terrifying some-
times. [ know ‘the only good German is a dead German.” but he enjoys killing
them. I'don't. What's a duty to me is a pleasure to him” (Coles 1945:237). And
C. Day Lewis, in his autobiographical work. The Buricd Day, gives a final
view of how British schoolboyvs knew of this proverbial anti-German slogan:

Cerunnly, racial hatred was not in the curriculum at Wilkie's |school|. We were not encouraged
to think along the lines of “the only good German is a dead German,™ nor were we affected by
the adult bystena which looted shops with German names above them and banned Beethoven
from the concert halls. We played Enghsh v. German war gamcs, of course, but they meant litde
morce to us than Greeks v. Troans. . . . [1960:56)

Besides the German enemy there was also the Japanese enemy to contend
with during World War I1. It will surprise no onc to learn thart the proverb
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responded to this menace as well, as Richard Butler documents in his novel.
A Blood-Red Sun at Noon (1981 . abour the war theater in the Pacific:

“Ye beheve all the propaganda our sicé+ have stutfed into vour head—things like bishops blessing
the flag and telling you God's on our 4=, not theirs. Generals telling you that the only good Jap
1s a dead Jap." [1980:207]

In the late 1960s there also circulated the anti-Vietnamese variane: *“The only
good gook is a dead gook. "'* And vetanother “national” variant of the prov-
erb appears in a book on early Stanish conquests in South America. explaming
that the native population douotdessly thoughe of many of the intruders m
terms of “The only good Speniard was a dead Spaniard” (Sprague anc de
Camp 1964:270). There is clezrlv no end to applying this powerful slogan
against any military enemy as : propagandistic tool. Its adaprtability as 1 na-
tonal stereotype is clearly without limir.

The same is true for some of the tollowing trivializations of the origmal
proverbial invective. Some of t=2m might even seem “humorous™ iy theis she
surdiry. but it must nor be torgotten that the acrual proverb (“"The only good
Indian 15 a dead Indian™) s sut consciously juxtaposed with these seennnsiv
harmless variations, thus cont:uing the slur against Native Americans -
camouflaged manner. In the fol-owing st it will be noticed thar the texts are
usually built on the structure “The only good X is a dead X.” bur there RN
also some cases where one of the adjectives is altered:

The only good poacher is a dead poacker [Loder 1933:173)
The only good teacher is a dead seache- Leacock 1942:04)
The only good mouse is a dead mouse sallica 14937401
The only good raccoon was a dead ent Rue 1964-82]

The only good cop (p1g) 18 a deac cop oo, | T

The only good snake was a deac snake A Lewss 1970101
The only good body’s a dead one. [Kersok 1970}

The only good grades are good grades  Vriestly 1970:17]
The only good cow’s a dead covw [Wilson 1980:317)

The only good photojournalist 1z 3 Iive Frowpournalise [Chapnick 1956: 15]
The only good fish is a fresh fish. [Pepiz 1990:C

The only good pricst {is a dead priest] “Zubro 199 |

As can readily be seen from these VARANGs. they express. to g Livge oo
people’s anxieties about such tieo as murders G deicei

mals, such as raccoons, snakes, and mice. winch they consider i PUsty. U
the 12 examples cited above it mightbe worthwhile to cire at least tie -
variant in its literary context. Paul Galhico describes the an of
watching,” which, for one of hs characters, is **a tull-time job':

moise

‘mouschok

Itisn'c catching mice, mind vou. that s the most necessar: ABVORC G canho g o gr

trick at all; 10 s putung them off and kecrimg then do, Thy docatime the neoniaceot, Shp e
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important. You will hear sayings like—"The only good mouse 15 a dead mouse. ™ but thats oniv
half of it. The only good mouse is the mouse thatisn't there atall. What vou miust (ot ot are
at all principled about your work, is to conduct a war of nerves on the creatures Vins calls tor
both time, energy and a good deal of cleverness which I wouldn't begrudge 1] wase’t expecte:!

to do so many other things besides. [Gallico 1957:40}

Sure, thisis a bitof humor, perhaps. especially if one continus s o readanaihe:
two pages about this seemingly funle exercise. However. the caretul reader
might have a rude awakening when the “mouse” variant of the tradinonal
proverb brings to mind the fate ot the Native Americans being hunted down
by superior weapons and strength just like defenseless httic mice. Behind the
anmimalistic trivialization of the slanderous proverb hovers inescapably the his-
torical truth of human extermination.

That this proverb about Native Americans has been, in ract. casily tranc-
ferred to African-Americans is documented in Joseph Carr’s novel The Max
with Bated Breath. There, a prejudiced white man from the southern Unued
States makes the following comment about an African-American servant
named Jesse: ** “That is one of the houscboys. Honest enough 1f vou discoun:
the saying mn these parts that the only honest migger is a dead nigger™ (Carr
1934:33). George Bernard Shaw's compelling introduction to his drama On
the Rocks (1986]1934}) documents the use of the proverb in attacking other m-
norittes as well. With Nazi Germany on the rise, Shaw propheucallyv writes
about Germany'’s plans to achieve racial purity and Jewish extirpavon i a sce-

tion entitled “"Present Exterminations.” He then gives a hornitving account of

what he calls ““Previous Attempis’™ by racial or natuonahstic punsts to rid
themselves of unwanted members ot society:

The extermunavon of what the extermunziors call mferior races s as olg a5 history “Stone aead
hath no fellow™ said Cromawell when be tnied to exterminate tie Inskh - The oniv vood myeer
15 a dead mgger” say the Amenicans ol the Ku-Kiux temperament. “Hates any man the thing he
would not kill?" said Shylock naively. But we white men. as we absurdly call ourselves in spite
of the testimony of our looking glasses. repard all differently colored rolk as micrior species.
Ladies and gentlemen class rebellious laborers wath vermin. . .. What we are confronted with
now s a growing perception that if we Zesire a certain type of avilizanon and culture we must
exterminate the sort of people who do not nivinwo 1. [Shaw 1986(1934):144-146]

By 1934 Shaw drew attention to the tact that racial fanatics reter to undesirable
people as ““vermin, "’ thus robbing them of their basic human dignity. The Na-
zis did exactly that as time went on. degrading, in particular. the jewish pop-
ulation with verbal and proverbial invectives to *“vermin, ™ as I have shown in
my 1982 study, “Proverbs in Nazi Germany.” In light of what happened in
Germany and Europe under National Socialism in the many concentration
camps, and n consideration of the harm donc to Native Americans. African-
Americans, or any other minority. any variant of the proverb " The only good
Indian is a dead Indian™ seems harmful. espedally the “innocent™ one about
what to do with mice.
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In the meantime, the use of the proverb as a direct slur against Native Amer-
icans continues, an cver-ready invective to be cited to keep the painful sterco-
type alive. In John Buchan’s frontier novel Salute to Adventures (1915). a voung
man 1s willing to give the native population the benefit of the doubt bv ex-
claiming, ** ‘But thev tell me the Indians are changed nowadays. Thev say
they’ve settled down o peaceful ways like anv Christian® ” (pp. 7+75). In
response to this. a more knowledgeable old-timer says grimly, and without
any feeling of reconcilation or understanding about the plight of the original
inhabitants of this lanc:

“Put your head into a catamount’s mouth. if vou please. but never trust an indian. The only
good kind is the dead kind. | cell you we're living on the edge of hell. It may come this ~2ar or
next year or five years hencs. but come it will. ™ [Buchan 1915:74-75]

Fear and hate combine :0 accept such blind judgments. Inn vet another detective
novel by Carolyn Welis. with the title The Hooden Indian (1935). a person
reacts to “the furious v.ars they [the Indians| waged™ with the piece or wis-
dom, * ' agree with Ben Jonson [15737-1637]. or whoever said it, tha: the
only good Indian is a dead Indian” * (Wells 1935:35). Observealso such tvoical
paragraphs as the following two. In Laura Ingalls Walder's celebrated chil-
dren’s book Lintle Howiz on the Prairie (1935). there s the following passiue,

which must have ingrained the proverb in thousands of vouny readers” minds:

Mirs. Scott said she hoped 1 coodness they would have no trouble with Tndians Mr Se. -
heard rumers of trouble. Sk said. “Land knows. thev'd never do anvihung vath tis o0 ey

themselves. All they do is rezm around over it like wild anmuals Treanes or no Geanes, 1 and

belongs to folks that'l tarm 12 That's only commion sense and jusnee 7 She did ot ks sy
the government made treate: with Induns. The only good Tindier was o dead heene: i) oo
thought of Indians made her =.00d rur cold. [WAlder 1933 201

Andm Rosemary Tavler's novel Chicken Lvery Sunday oncrcads " Mise Coiey
was scared to death of Indians. Even though Father told her diere hadn't =een
any bad Indians around Tucson for vears. Miss Gillev said tele the onlv wood
Indian was a dead Indian™ (1943:6-7). Ranonality is not part of sterconvrong,
but changing the truth and perpetnatng hes arc detimee incredienis, Ane oho
would ever have thought that one of America's classical children's ook
played its partin spreading the fronticr stercotype 1o vounger cencrations who
had nothing to fear from Native Americans hving on molated reservanon.

The Continyed Ulse of the Proverh o Popndon [ e,

There is no end in sight as far as cradhicating tus proverh from comion
parlance. Maxwell Bodenheim s comment i Ins book My Life anid Lo s 1y
Creenwich Village (1954} appears to be saving just that " Hhere s no good hn-
dian but a dead Indian. we are rold by the grandsons of men whe have Feen
scalped™ (1954:130); that is. the image ot the Indian savase will ahwase rem
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Micder, ““The Only Good Indian Is a Dead Indian’

among us. The New Yorkcr magazine in 1957 even published 1 cartoon show -
ing two frontiersmen and a Native American around a camptire. with one of
the frontiersmen saying: ‘I say the only good Indian 1s a dcad ndian. Present
company excepted, of course.” Is that so-called Eastern intcllcctual sopinsu-
cation or, rather, a sign that even the créme de la créme of this socicry s not
free of prejudice? Who then can be surprised to hear common people making
such generalizations as “That only went to show that the onlv vood Indian
was a dead Indian™ (Eberhart 1970:128), or ** ‘Thev're the Indrans—aid the
only good Injun is 2 dead one, you can take that from me’ ™ {Price 1978:118).
And 1s it conccivable that people actually compose jokes around ths most
hurtful slander against Native Americans, just as terribly sick minds have
come up with Auschwitz jokes? (see Dundes 1987[1979]:19-38). The New
Yorker cartoon just mentioned is a small example of this type of sick humor.
but even more upsetting is a short story by Mack Revnolds entitled Geod Jii-
dian (1964). In its mere nine pages the author describes three Indians commy
to see Morumer Dowling, Director of the Department of Indian Attairs. who
thought that ““the last Indian died almost ten vears ago.” Yet. here the Nanve

Americans suddenly are, and they awaken the director out of his cushy job of

doing nothing. The Indians claim that they have come to sign a reaty for
themselves and the 55 surviving members of the Seminole tribe. and thev are
well prepared to do so with LL.ID.s from Harvard. After some aragumnyg back
and torth, they declare that they want Florida. and at the height of frustration,
the director comes up with the idea that it’s time for lunch. This 1s where the
author makes a break in his grotesque narrative. onlv 1o pick it up agan with
the director sicting at his desk the nexe morning m absolutely muscrabic bodilv

shape. His recepuonist, Millic Fullbright, observes how disgusung 1t was of

him 7o get “absolutely stoned™ when he finally had somethimnyg to do for o
charze. But the hung over director only points with his finger at the sizned
treas on hes desk. upon which the receptionist exclaims i astonishmone:

"Hezvens to Betsy, the treary. And all three of therr signatures on i How in the world did vou
ever—" Mortzier Dowling allowed himselt a self-satistied leer.

“Miss Fullbmghthaven't you ever heard the old saying The onfs oo Indsos 1 i deaie

M:le’s hand went to her mouth. “Mr. Dowling, you mean . . vou put the stug on all three
of thzse poor Semmoles? But . . . but how about the remammng arv-tive of them You can't
poss:ziv kill trem all!™

“Lenme finsh” Moromer Dowhing growled. T was about te sav. The endy good Tadvan 1y a
dead crnk Inzza [IF vou think I'm hanging over. you should sce Charbie Hozse and s wisen-
hermzs pals. Trose redskins couldn't handle firewater back m the old davs when the Duteh did
them out of Manhattan with a handful of beads and a gallon of applejack and they sull can't

Now. w0 awav and do a crossword puzzle, or somethmg. ™ [Revnolds 1904:34]

The joke centers on the proverb “The only good Indian is a dead Indian,” but
the author not only bases his short story on this terrible stercotype, but also
alludes. of coursc. to the other proverbial invective of bemg “drunker than an
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Indian."” This is a tasteless, racially motivated joke, and it shows the tenacity b
§ of preverbial stereotypes in the United States today. o
j Six years atter Mack Reynolds’s short story about the proverbial “*good In- - ml
iy dian” appeared, Dee Brown published his masterpicce. Bury My Heart at .
’l Wounded Knee, which contains the already-mentioned chapter, “The Only \
!,! Good Indian Is a Dead Indian,” about the savage exploits of General Philip T
i Sheridan and manv of his officers and troops. Anybody who has read this Che
: ! book, and especially this chapter, cannot possibly see any humor in this prov-
2 crb. The fact chat this proverb is still used today 1s a very sad comment on this
i soctety and 1ts behavior toward Native Americans. As long zs the white ma-
jority population of the United States retains its prejudices and stereotypes "\d“,'“
o about this minority population, the proverb will not cease to exist. Wherever *n:\
it will be urtered or written, it will expose blatant inhumanity toward Native N
L Americans. The conscious attempt to refrain from using the proverb might at Arthes
A I least help bring about some changes t.ow_ard a better life fo_r Narive Americans, vt
qH one of pride and dignity befitring the indigenous pcople of this great country— Barby
': better the proverb die a long overdue death than any Nauve American get hurt ) L

by 1t again.

1N Notes

ltas with : semse of deep zratitude that [acknowledge the help of the following cidizagues and fniends m

obtaming vaneu: seferences. Jan Harold Brunvand., George B. Bryvan, Alan Dundes: Frinces Fischer, Barbara

Lambert. famezs Lubker. Deams Mahoncy, Patricia Mardeusz, Kevin McKenna, Barz:ira Mieder. Ruth No-

fan, and PDarv] Purvee. NI
'As quoted i R. Pearce 1907:35. The banquet where the toast was given is reporied 1= the journal of Major v

James Norris - Cook 1887:223-226). o
lowe thzs 20z ine follow:ag three important references trom Meacham o Jan Harg L2 Brunvand (1961:75). N

Howe ence 1o s signiticant quotation to Stevenson  FU4BII236 . See 2. Mieder. Kingsbury. -
and Harder YWuZ'iN o
‘Fwas unabiz t s locate the enoire speech in any of the many volumes on Theodore R - sevelt that | ehecked.,
The passage 2 2 ippears here is quoted from Hagedorn (1921:3535% Parts o' this passzze from Hagedorn are

gl also ated 1n Dver (1980:86 . Hart and Ferleger (1941:231), Holstadter (1968:209). :nd Shamwes (196Y:32).
Dyer's book inciudes an important chapter on Roosevelt's prejudicial views of the “Indians ™ (1980:69-88). It

nught be of interest that this statement did not make it into W. M. Handy's Maxmn: of Theodore Roosevelt i
(1970§1903]). vt Handyv does cite Rooscvelt’s slogan “"A good American 15 a good Amerycan’ Lot
(1970]1903):31 Hha:
*The Oxjord Dictonary of Quotations, 1st cd. (1941), 2d ¢d. {(1953), 3d ¢d. (1979). s + “Sheridan, Phihp.” g
‘.'; Sce also Boller 204 George 11989:118). L
'{'_ ‘[Bartlet’s} Familiar Quotations, 11th ed. (1941), 12th ed. (194Y), s. v. “*Sheridan., Philip.™ A
: ’[Bartlet’s] Famihar Quorations. 13th ed. (1955), 14ch ed. (1963). 15th ed. (1980). ¢ ~ “'Sheridan, Philp ™ [
"This text was collected by Candace Bettencourt from Patnas Davis on 6 March 1909 i Berkeley, Cabi- v
formia. The student has added a note with a reference to Stevenson (1948), who mennons that the proverb is Perz
usually aunbuted 1o General Philip Sheridan. 1 would like to thank Frances Fischer and Alan Dundes for Coden
making this and the following two texts available to me. ’ o
"This text was recorded by Linda Armstrong from Donald Geddes on 19 November 1977 in Palo Alto, BN
: Califorma. oo
f "This text was coliccted by Annc Artoux from Marge Donovan on 28 November 1986 in San Matco, . - bur-
A Cahfornna ey o
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"I would like to thank Patricia Mardcusz, Barbara Lambert, and Ruth Nolan from the Rezerence Depant-
ment of the Bailey-Howe Library at the University of Vermont for getung many of the novels aited below
for me through interlibrary loan.

"The book was originally published as Under the Moon o/ Mars by Norman Bean (pseudonvm) in All-Story
Magazine as a six-part serial, February through July 1912,

PWhiting claims that this variant is cited in Sassoon (1930:16). but I was not able 1o find 1 = that work

"L owe this reference to my colleague Kevin McKenna, who recalls it from his student vears it Oklabama

"I owe this text to mv colleague Kevin McKenna, who recalls it from his student years 31 Oklahoma:
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Banning “Redskins”
From the Sports Page:
The Ethics and Politics of
Native American Nicknames

by Robert Jensen'
Unlversity of Texas at Austin

Qn February 1992, The (Portland) Oregonian announced it would no longer use
sporls team names that readers may find offensive, such as Redskins, Redmen, hidi-
ans, and Braves. Many journalists have criticized The Oregonian's decision, calling
it an abandonment of the journalistic principles of objectivity and neutrality. This
article addresses the ethical/political issues involved in the controversy through an
examination of commentaries by journalists published in newspapers and public com-
ments made by journalists critical of The Oregonian. After evaluating the explicit
and implicit assumptions behind those criticisms of The Oregonian, a defense of the
newspaper’s decision that relies on more overtly political arguments than the paper’s
managers uscd will be offered.

Images of Native Americans

A discussion of newspaper policy about this issue must start with the
history of Euro-Americans’ clash with North America’s indigenous peoples
and of contemporary political concerns—a story of genocide and continu-
ing anti-Native American racism in the United States. The relationship is
best understood as one of colonizer to colonized (Durham, 1992, p. 427),
and an issue such as the naming of sports teams cannot be considered out-
side this political, economic, and cultural context.

Central to resistance to anti-Native American racism and liberatory
change is (a) the elimination of incorrect information about and racist
stereotyping of Native Americans that is prevalent in non-Native Ameri-
can culture, and (b) the dissemination of information and analyses that
explain the past and present state of Native America (American Indian
Media Task Force, 1991; Giago, 1991; Stedman, 1982). This article is con-
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cerned primarily with the elimination of incorrect information about and

racist ma..moQ%EW of Native Americans.
Rouse an

reotypes of Native Americans as of people “living in the past, ¢ inging to
tribal ways and primitive beliefs ill-suited to success in modédrnsociety”(p.
3), and characterized by laziness, undependability, drunkentiess, and gen-
eral incompetence. Even depictions of positive characteristics—Native
American wisdom or bravery, for example, are often in a racist context.
Churchill (1992) pointed out that mainstream media routinely (a) frame
Native Americans as “creatures from another time,” (b) deny differences
among Native American peoples by constructing a false all-encompassing
“Indian,” and (c) define Native American cultures ::opnmr Eurocentric
values (pp. 233-239). Hanson and Rouse (1987) suggested that while those

stereotypes are slowly changing, they are deeply embedded in American

historical and contemporary consciousness.

Many scholars have argued that negative stereotypes of Native Ameri-
cans have been central to the justification and continuation of Euro-Ameri-
can colonization, as White literature and popular culture have constructed
Native American culture as more primitive and less legitimate. According
to Churchill (1992), stereotypes are “an historical requirement of an impe-
rial process” by which Euro-Americans have been conditioned to accepta
policy of “non-stop expropriation and genocide of the native population
throughout U.S. history” %_u. 28-29). The key, Churchill argues, is not the
specific images of Native Americans used, but the way in which they are
consigned to a “mythical realm” (p. 38). The result, according to Deloria
(1980), is that Native Americans “are forced to deal with American fanta-
sies about the Indians of White imagination rather than the reality of the
present” (p. xiv).

Sports Team Names

The issue of sports teams’ use of Native American names and images
has been widely discussed in the popular media of the 1990s, sparked by
the Atlanta Braves baseball team and its fans’ use of the “tomahawk chop,”
and the Washington Redskins football team’s name. However, discussion
and activism on this issue goes back at least two decades. American Indian
Movement activist Russell Means threatened to sue the Cleveland Indians
baseball team for defamation in 1972 over the team’s Native American logo.
In that same year, Stanford University changed its team name from “Indi-
ans” to “Cardinals,” and other colleges and high schools have taken simi-
lar action, especially in recent years. A variety of local government bodies
and agencies have received complaints or voted on resolutions that con-
demn the use of Native American names and mascots. Most recently, a
group of Native Americans has gone to court to strip the Washington foot-
ball team of federal trademark protection for “Redskins” (Suzan Show Harjo,
et al. v. Pro Football, Inc.).

Vi

Hanson (1991) summarize the long-standing negative ste-
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18 Nicknames

To date, no professional team has changed its name or logos. Cleve-
land Indians officials argue that their name honors the first Native Ameri-
can professional baseball player, who played for Cleveland from 1897-1899.
The Washington team, which also has refused to consider a change, has
said the name “was never intended to offend anyone” and “has reflected
the positive attributes of American Indians such as dedication, courage,
and pride” (McCraw, 1992, p. B1). .

For journalists, there are two questions to consider, one general and one
specific to their trade. First, is it ﬁan:«Lm:.n_ politically responsible for
sports teams that have no connection to Native Americans to use Native
American names and images for nicknames and logos? Second, if teams
retain those names and logos, should news media outlets independently
choose to stop using them in news accounts? The answers offered here are
no and yes, respectively. Before arguing that case, this article will look at
the industry’s response to The Oregonian’s decision. )

Published commentaries by journalists will be used to frame the issue
and advance ethical and political arguments. Applicable commentaries were
identified through a Lexis-Nexis search of all publications on the data base
from the date of The Oregonian’s decision through February 1993. There
were 134 stories that included commentaries and news accounts, some of
which were short news items, often drawn from the same wire story. Sto-
ries in journalism reviews produced additional commentaries and com-
ments from journalists at publications not on the data base. =~

No attempt will be made to assess the number of commentlaries in sup-
port of and against The Oregonian; many of the stories took no clear posi-
tion. This textual analysis focuses on themes and arguments used by jour-
nalists who disagreed with The Oregonian, working from the idea that in
the journalists’ responses can be found underlying ethical and political
assumptions that guide their practice. All journalists do not hold these
views, but these commentaries reflect commonly held viewpoints. Although
all journalists do not take the same position on this issue, when journalists

make arguments drawing on common notions about objectivity, as many
of these commentaries do, they ignore important critiques and reach ques-
tionable conclusions.

The Policy and Journalists’ Objections

Oregonian Editor William Hilliard (1992) announced the new policy with
this statement:

The Oregonian will immediately discontinue using sports teams’ names and
nicknames that many Americans feel are offensive to members of racial, reli-

ious, or ethnic groups. Initially, this will include references to Redskins,

edmen, Indians, and Braves. Others may be dropped if it becomes evident
that they, too, are offensive. I have directed this action with the belief that these
names tend to perpetuate stereotypes that damage the dignity and self-respect
of many people in our society and that this harm far transcends any innocent
entertainment or promotional value these names may have. America is a multi-
cultural society and all of us have an absolute right to demand respect from
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our fellow citizens. The Oregonian is sensitive to the feelings of those in our
society who are rightly offended today by names and nicknames that came
into being when a majority in this country was insensitive to minority con-

cerns. (p. D-1)

_:mno_c:SEmnm_mconm,mao::S.umnmmmo?zmzm.5ma:oqvm_m;.
ompson (1992) wrote that the paper’s editors had amn.nmmm,Amy that the ban
was not an infringement of anyone’s First Amendment n%r,m\ (b) that edi-
torializing on the issue would not have been enough, and (c) that newspa-

ers could not wait for society or the teams to lead the way on this issue.

m_vmvm_. “will not be a passive participant in perpetuating racial or cul-
tural stereotypes in our community,” Thompson wrote (p. C9).

Other media outlets have not rushed to imitate The Oregonian. A Wash-
m:wﬂv? DC radio station, WTOP, did briefly institute a ban on “Redskins”
in March 1992. In response to criticism, the station manager quickly said
he would research the issue to determine if the ban was supported by
most Native Americans. In November 1992, the station was sold, the man-
ager left, and the ban was officially lifted (Shapiro, 1992; Yorke, 1992).

Most of the journalists who wrote about or commented on the issue
oﬁ_dmm that the names were offensive to some and probably should be
phased out by the teams. Some commentators, however, argued there was
no reason for changing the names and labeled the movement to end the
use of Native American images as a misguided attempt to be “politically
correct,” and unworthy of serious consideration. It was these journalists
who most vigorously trivialized the concerns of those who objected to the
names. A number of journalists suggested that if the Redskins anomﬁma
that name, Scandinavians would have grounds to complain about the “Vi-
kings,” Christians about the “Fighting Devils,” and animal-rights activists
about the “Bears.”

These journalists argued that people are becoming too sensitive to the
possible offensiveness in language. From this point of view, the offensive-
ness of Native American :mnmm.:::mm is inherently subjective, and because
there is no consensus, no collective decision should be made—“What one

erson sees as a masterpiece, another sees as a mess,” (Moore, 1992, p.- B2).

ecause the larger society should not take action, no action by the newspa-
WQ, was necessary, they reasoned. These commentaries were more likely to

e insulting, suggesting the issue was foolish. For example, one columnist
blamed “a couple of fringe American Indian groups” for the trouble and
called the paper .;oo:w:mxbo:\ 1992).

That was, however, a minority view among the commentaries. The more
common response to The Oregonian’s decision by journalists was agree-
ment that the use of Native American names and images for teams was
problematic, but concern that the newspaper erred in :mc.:m independent
action. The journalists who argued that media outlets should stay out of
the controversy relied on a variation of the political-correctness argument
that was tied directly to journalistic principles about objectivity, neutrality,
and detachment from politics: Joumnalists should shy away from makin
overtly political decisions that affect the way they cover any story m:m
should not change language because it may offend some readers. Gartner
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(1992), who has owned and edited newspapers, made these points in a
USA Today commentary (Gartner was president of NBC News at the time):

Newspapers are supposed to be mirrors and tribunes and records of society,
journals and registers of fact—that's how they got their names. .;m_m news
pages are not supposed to be edited to bring about social change. That's dan-
gerous, but it's happening. Increasingly, editors are responding to politically
correct thinking, _ucw::m punches with the truth, omitting relevant facts (names
of alleged rape victims comes to mind) and views (not quoting purveyors of
hate speech) to please “thought police” who want society to conform to their
view of right and wrong. . . . Their view is simple: No one should do or say
anything that will offend anyone else, mmvmm_m:w them. That might be a good
policy for dealing with your neighbor, but it’s not a good way to edit newspa-
pers. ... The United States has an independent press for a reason: so the gov-
ernment will not control it, so it can be free to present all sides, all facts, all
views. Sometimes, those sides are sickening, those facts are unpleasant, those
views are distasteful. But that’s what democracy is about. (p. A-11)

These passages summarize the position taken by many of the commen-
tators: _o%«:m:m”m do theirjob cmm"ﬂzms they hold up a mirror to the world
and let readers see the truth. Sometimes that involves stating truths that
are unpleasant or airing opinions with which many disagree. The job of
professional editors is to take the heat, both from pressure groups in soci-
ety and the government, and print those truths in the mmnw of complaints. If
editors do that, democracy is served b :8. free flow of ideas. The conse-
quences of journalists injecting themselves into a controversy such as this
one are troubling for Gartner and others. Anumber wm writers have wamned
of the perils of stepping onto the “slippery slope,” suggesting that such
“self-censorship” would snowball into greater, though unnamed, incidents

of repression. As one writer put it:

The step from a half-name to a half-truth is not a long one. S\vn: a newspaper
begins using news stories to present a picture of the world as it would like itto
be instead of the way it is, it becomes a little less of a newspaper and a little
more of a propaganda sheet, no matter how noble its intentions. (Rand, 1992,

p. Al1)

Politics of News and Naming

All these criticisms of the decision to .ﬁom using Native American names
and images were grounded in well-established journalistic conventions that
are most easily summarized in the term objectivity. But as numerous schol-
ars and media critics have pointed out, no decision about news selection,
coverage, and language can be wholly objective. One of the central asser-
tions of the critical literature is that news is made, not found, and ::éo:?
nalists are central to that process (e.g., Gitlin, 1980). As Tuchman (1978)
puts it in her study of news conventions, “the act of Sw_c:m news is the act
of constructing reality rather than a picture of reality” ( p. HNW.

Such critics show how news decisions are never neutral and always
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political, framed by a system of power and based on unstated assumptions
about the social, political, and economic order. Political in this context does
not mean simply partisan, favoring one political party or position over
another, but being part of :..mh_mw\ of power in society. For example, a busi-
ness story that accepts uncritically the tenets of capitalism (as most stories
in mainstream media do) takes an unstated political stante and is not neu-
tral. The act of constructing reality includes a multitude'of political judg-
ments.

Even one’s choice of words has these political implications. As Hall
(1982) put it, “language and representation involve the active work of se-
lecting and presenting, of structuring and shaping . .. the more active labour
of making things mean” (p. 64). The Woimn to name, represent, and define is
not a trivial matter. In the case of Native Americans, the past has been
rewritten UN Euro-Americans to reflect the interests of a White power struc-
ture, and the _m:m:mmm and images still used to represent Native Ameri-
cans leave them “hopelessly trapped within the definitional power of the
oppressor” (Churchill, _oouv\\ p- %mw

e ethica. and political arguments offered here are grounded in the
assertion that language helps structure how we know the world, and, there-
fore, language always has political implications. Analyses of the use of lan-
guage and images in news media must take into account power systems in
which representations are created and circulated.

The Case for Change

From this critical perspective, the case for eliminating sports team names
and _0%8 that use Native American names becomes clear. Instead of
pretending that the way we name the world is of no importance, we must
acknowledge that those team names and images are part of a system that
oppresses Native Americans. The best defense of The Oregonian policy is
an explicitly political one.

We all face questions about naming. A general rule might be that cople
have a right to choose their own name. w, simple example would be the
change in terms for Black people; at some point, when opinion in the Black
community suggests that African American is the preferred term, the cul-
ture should make the switch from Black as the generally accepted term, just
as society moved from Negro to Black.

But the rule that people have a right to name themselves needs to take
into account power, effects, and authenticity; not everyone has the right to

claim any name. In the case of the Washington Redskins, a non-Indian m_.o:v..

(the team) has exercised its power to use a derogatory name that likely has

harmful effects in promoting racist stereotypes—a name to which the team:

i

has no authentic claim. The team is appropriating a racist term that has
been used against an oppressed group. Control over that name should rest
not with a corporation or an owner from the oppressor class, but with Na-
tive Americans. If a substantial portion of the Native American population

§
f

condemns the team’s use of that name, the team has an ethical and politi-

cal responsibility to stop using it.
Media outlets are not exempt from this responsibility. In their claims to
objectivity, journalists often suggest that they must let people name them-
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sclves and use the official name a group gives itself. Again, that rule holds
generally, but questions of power, effects, and authenticity must be consid-
ered. Hiding behind professional conventions does not erase the ethical
and vo::num uestions involved. It is useful to look at the journalists’ com-
mentaries to elaborate on this position.

First, the debate over this issue often focuses on the question of offen-
siveness. At the heart of the “PC defense” (the idea that people are becom-
ing too sensitive to unimportant slights, so any charges involving offen-
sive speech can be dismissed as trivial) is the assertion that racist, sexist, or
homophobic language is merely offensive, that its most serious problem is
that it annoys some people. While common @@_:m:mmm is a virtue, our main
concern should not mm wﬂoi offensiveness. We live in a pluralistic society,
and it is inevitable that in the clash of cultures, some people will be of-
fended by others.

However, serious ethical and political issues are raised when issues are
not only offensive, but oppressive—tied to systems of power in which cer-
tain people or groups keep other people subordinated. It should be with-
out %mvw:.. that Native Americans are an oppressed group, subject to his-
torical and current practices by the dominant culture that have harmful
material, psychological, and spiritual effects (Jaimes, 1992). One of the ways
in which this oppression is maintained is the cultivation of certain stereo-
types about Native Americans, as discussed earlier. Terms such as Redskin
are part of the construction and maintenance of those stereotypes. Less
overtly racist terms, such as Indians, are problematic when used by non-
Native American groups and combined with stereotypical images and fan

ractices.
P A second defense often made by journalists is that the news media often
report on unpleasant and :mw aspects of our society, such as the hateful
activities of Nazis or the Ku Klux Klan. To stop examining these kinds of
events and issues in the press, this argument goes, would hinder people’s
understanding of the political world and actually slow change by ignoring
racism. That contention ignores two key differences. First, contemporary
reporting almost always includes material that highlights the deviance of
such hate groups. (Deviance is used cautiously here, because of the way in
which framing such groups as deviant distracts people from the less overt
forms of racism in the culture.) Second, there is a difference between re-
porting on a racist %no:v and the routine use of a racist team name that

oes unchallenged day after Qmw, on the sports pages. The reporting about

ate groups calls attention to the _USEm:d the use of racist names rein-
forces the racism inherent in the name. Several journalists suggested that
media outlets continue to use the team names but report on the contro-
versy. Yet publications and broadcast stations realistically could not raise
the criticisms each time the team name is mentioned. An occasional story
about objections to Redskins would not counter the constant, unchallenged
use of the name in day-to-day coverage.

Other Questions to Address

These two points make a clear case for banning such team names from
use by a newspaper or broadcast station. Several less central questions,
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however, need to be addressed. The first two concern the general issue of
team names, and the third focuses on media.

First: Who decides which names are objectionable? Native Americans
are not a monolithic group with one opinion. Indeed, a common complaint
of native peoples is that Euro-Americans ignore differences between Na-
tive American nations and treat all Native Americans as if they had a com-
mon cultural heritage. Clearly, not all Native Americans find the team names
problematic, but there need not be a magic percentage of Native Ameri-
cans who agree on a position before non-Native Americans should take
netice. It is clear that a large number of Native Americans object to these
team names and logos. ile no national survey data exists, the public
positions taken by a variety of Native American groups suggest that there
Is a consensus among native peoples. Although some Native Americans
have stated that they find the issue unimportant, few, if any, argue that
team names such as Redskins are a source of pride for them. So, in the
absence of a strong argument from Native Americans for using the names,
these teams should stop using the names. This does not mean that mem-
bers of the dominant group (Euro-Americans) should unilaterally make
decisions about each nickname or image. Control over decisions about

naming should be m:mn_mn_ by Native Americans—the people who have the )

most at stake and the most reliable evaluation of the harm involved, There
have been, and no doubt will be, cases in which Native Americans stron ly
support such names for schools that have a large Native American novrmm.
tion, but that exception does not undermine this position.

Second: What are the competing interests? The interests of fans and team
owners are relevant to, though not controlling over, this ethical and politi-
cal decision. The former have a stake in the enjoyment of a spectator sport,
the latter in whatever enjoyment or self-fulfillment they get from their teams
and in profits. In neither case are those interests significant enough to
counter the goal of combating oppression. Even for the most nostalgic fan
or owner, changing a team name or logo is not a serious harm, and owners
do not argue that it will reduce income.

Third: What are the costs, both financial and professional, to the media
outlet? To ask writers to avoid a few team names requires nothing more
than sending a memo to staff members and monitoring employee compli-
ance. There is no financial burden in the execution of the policy, and the
only potential cost would be in lost subscription income mmum:m&\ readers
canceled or lost advertising income if angry advertisers dropped their ads.
But even if the decision resulted in lost income, the burden would have to
be substantial before justifying the status quo. The other argument against
change is that it puts media outlets in a position of being overtly political,
which hurts their claim to be a neutral news source, on which their accep-
tance by readers is said to rest. But as previously argued, the conventions
of objectivity are little more than veneer on a news-gathering and report-
ing process that is inherently political, and acknowledging the politics of
news may be in the best interest of journalists. More flippantly, it could be
journalists are the only people left who believe they are ob-

argued that :.N
jective, the only damage to their reputations would be in their own eyvs.
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Conclusion

One way to dismiss the entire question of team names is to point out
that far greater problems face Native Americans: land rights, economic sur-
vival, health amaﬂm. Clearly, whether a few teams use derogatory names and
symbols is not the only, or most important, item on the agenda of Native
Americans. But when the costs of change are so small, there is no credible
reason not to change, even if that change is not the single most important
issue concerning Native Americans.

Many Native Americans who are active in these many struggles also
speak out against the team nicknames. In a critique of sports practices,
scholar and Indian rights activist Churchill (1993) asked Americans to un-
derstand that the treatment of Native Americans in popular culture is not
“amusing” or just “good, clean fun”: “Know that it causes real pain and
real suffering to real people. Know that it threatens our very survival. And
know that this is just as much a crime against humanity as anything the
Nazis ever did” (p. 47).

The potential of this issue to expand non-Native American understand-
ing of racism and spur change in other areas also should not be overlooked.
As Vernon Bellecourt, an Indian activist and leader of National Coalition
Against Racism in Sports and the Media, has told a newspaper columnist,
“It’s a safe subject. It’ something your readers understand. We know that.
The trick for us is that once we get the media’s attention we need to be able
to shift it to other problems, too” (Grow, 1992). Using language in a less
omu%__,mmm?m manner does not by itself create a more just world. But it is part
of the process, a vehicle for raising consciousness, engaging the moral imagi-
nation, and educating people.

Note

1. It is important for me to discuss my racial/ethnic identity and the issues it
raises about my conclusions. ] am a White descendent of northern Europeans
who was raised in the Upper Midwest in areas taken from a number of Native
American nations, including the Lakota, Assiniboine-Sioux, and Ojibwe. For
most of my youth, | was socialized to accept the anti-Native American racism
prevalent in that region. [ speak here not as the voice of Native Americans on
this issue, but as a White person altempting to responsibly engage in anti-
racist scholarship and practice.
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Abstract

This paper describes a set of ideas about American "Indians” and locates the
origins of these ideas in Western language, epistemology and culture. Using the
writings of Columbus Thomas Jefferson, Horace Greeley as well as recent news
stories, the paper illustrates how Native Americans were defined first as different
and then as unworthy. The paper argues that this identity is so deeply embedded
in American discourse today that it perpetuates "Indian" stereotypes and

prevents a full understanding of contemporary native life.
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A1

What "Indians" Mean in the Media:
Race, Language, and the Popular Imagination

Introduction: When the New York Giants football team prepared to take on

the San Francisco 49ers in 1993, a New York Times headline said: "Westward Ho!
Giants Circle the Wagons.” The Times also used "circle the wagons” in several other
recent headlines, including the Afrikaner resistance to multi-racial democracy in
South Africa and a dispute between Hollywood executives and Attorney General
Janet Reno. Given such uses, it seems clear that "circle the wagons” is a widely
understood phrase in contemporary American discourse, t meaﬁs, roughly, to "sit
tight” or "hunker down" in Preparation for an attack. The phrase originates from
the experience of western emigration, where wagon trains would form a circle to
defend themselves from attacks by Indians. But the continuing and popular use of
this phrase raises a number of questions about the racial uses of language and the
media's indifference to such meanings. Indeed, Native Americans have cited this
phrase and others—"smoke the peace pipe,” "off the reservation,” and "the cavalry
is coming"—as evidence of the continuing misrepresentation of Native Americans
in the media. The regularity of such usages, they complain, "illustrates how media
manage to vilify or categorize an entire group of people without that group of
people even being a part of the story” (Center for the Integration and Improvement
of Journalism, 1994, p. 49).

This essay argues that such Phrases are sign of a familiar but fundamental
misrepresentation of Natijve Americans and their cultures, Native people are not
merely misunderstood by the media; indeed, it is more accurate to say that they are
understood all too well. That is, Native Americans are represented by the media in
language and images so narrow and so dependent on deeply rooted social

understandings and cultura] myths that most members of the dominant society
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know exactly what is meant by "Indians” in American culture. "Indian stories,”
“Indian language" and "Indian looks" are so common and so popular that their
public meanings are virtually predetermined: all Americans seem to "know" that
Pocahontas was 5 beautiful Indian princess, that Squanto was kind to the Pilgrims,
that Geronimo was a cunning warrior, and on and on—whether or not the facts
support such beliefs.

These ideas are neither trivial nor harmless. In fact, they obscure a whole
range of Indian identities and characterizations—the complex relations and myriad
details that make up an accurate description of a people and their culture. By relying
on a small number of standard ideas and stories about Native Americans, popular
culture and mass media have consistently and repeatedly reduced Native
Americans and their cultures to cardboard cutouts, easily understood and even
more easily dismissed.

In this essay, I explore the origins of "Indian” ideas as they are played outin
media discourse and popular culture. My primary goal is to describe the ways that
race and racial differences have been constructed in language, knowledge and
culture and to investigate how these differences have formed a powerful popular
identity for Native Americans. By analyzing the relationships between language,
race, and difference in popular understandings of Native Americans, I hope to
reveal the ways native people have been "made to mean" in American life and to
illuminate the links between these meanings and contemporary images of Native
Americans.

Significantly, but not coincidentally, few media scholars have addressed these
issues. African American identities have been explored by a number of historians
(Fredrickson, 1971; Van Deburg, 1984; Saxton, 1990) and recent cultural critics have
developed a growing body of theoretical work on race and identity, most of it

relating to African Americans (Omi & Winant, 1986; Gates, 1986a & 1986b; Todorov,
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1986). Native Americans have been overlooked these analyses, despite a rich body of
historical work on Native American-European American relations. In this essay, I
build upon recent theoretical work to develop a more illuminating explanation for
the cultural origins of the "Indian" identity and its enduring popularity in
American media. |

I begin with a brief analysis of the racial ideology of language and Western
epistemology. I then examine the social and cultural construction of racial identities
and the ideological consequences of these racial formations, Finally, I take up the
problem of "Indian" racial representations in news and popular culture, symbolic
forms with their own peculiar qualities.

Race, Language and Power: It is important, first, to address the meanings
suggested by the word "race" and the continuing confusions over racia] categories.
What exactly does "race” mean and how has this meaning been achieved? Is race an
indicator of genetic or "blood" differences? Is race a cultura] distinction? Or is race
simply a matter of skin color? If so, how and why have skin color distinctions been
made? As these questions suggest, the concept of "race" has changed over time.
Banton (1987) has documented the shift from theological and biologicaj
explanations of race (race as lineage) to sociological explanations (race as status and
class). Other scholars have attacked "race" as a convenient but artificial distinction
born of imperialism, ingrained in unjust social systems and perpetuated today in
language and public discourse. Gates (1986a), for example, citing the confused history
of racial ideas, argues that "race" as a biological fact does not exist. Indeed, Gates
argues that "race" is less about biology than skin color. Thus Gates contends that
racial distinctions are nothing more than arbitrary and socially constructed
differences which are—and always have been—spurious. Todorov (1986) makes a
similar point, noting that skin color is not the only way to categorize human beings.

"[W]e obtain completely divergent subdivisions of the human species according to
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whether we base our description of the ‘races’ on an analysis of their epiderms or
their blood types, their genetic heritages or their bone structures” (pp. 370-71). Other
critics (Hall, 1991; Dennis, 1994; Wright, 1994) have pointed out that even skin color
designations are arbitrary. People from the Indian subcontinent, for example, are
Caucasians and have been counted in the U.S. census as white, whatever the tone of
their skin.

For Gates and other critics, skin color has been made to mean something
much more powerﬁll than mere differences in pigmentation. Gates writes that race
"pretends to be an objective term of classification...when in fact it is a dangerous
trope” (1986a, p. 5). Further, Gates points out that the history of this trope includes
the many attempts fo attribute racial differences to God, science, the natural order, as
well as supposedly unbiased descriptions of cultural tendencies. In short, popular
concepts of race and racial difference have not been (and cannot be) adequately
supported by differences in biology or physical appearance. There are, of course, real
and significant differences between groups of people, but these differences have less
to do with "race" than with different cultural practices and traditions. Race, Gates
concludes, is "a metaphor for something else and noti an essence or a thing in itself,
apart from its creation by an act of language" (1986b, p. 402) For Gates, racial
differences are both described by and inscribed in language. Thus I argue, with Gates,
that race exists in language and ideology more than in actual, physical fact. ]

This view of race raises important questions about the role of popular culture
and mass media in the creation and maintenance of racial ideologies, questions that
expose racial assumptions and inequalities. Stuart Hall (1991) has illustrated the
power of such assumptions by noting that "black” is a term laden with social and
political significance. For Hall, a Jamaican of African descent living in Britain, the
term "black” invokes a "signifying chain” of meanings which involve particular

words—in his own case, "coloured,” "West-Indian,” "Negro," "black,"”
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"iImmigrant"—as well as the "ideologies of identity, place, ethnicity, and social
formation” (p. 106). Moreover, these words and the racial ideologies that sustain
them are deeply embedded in the social fabric; they operate "in discursive chains, in
clusters, in semantic fields, in discursive formations" (p. 102). In short, the words
and popular understandings of race and racial identity are not neutral, but creations
of a complex system of differences and social inequalities.

For Native Americans, a similar “signifying chain" of meanings also éxists..
"Redskin,” "red man," “savage," "heathen," "infidel,” "brave,” and "squaw" are all
words that have particular histories in European and American discourse and, as
Hall suggests, they represent something more than simple labels; they are invested
with ideological power and they function as markers of the differences between
whites and Native Americans. For words describing skin color, this is clearly the
case, since skin color has been used in the US and other Western countries as a
marker of social status: "white" is the highest color, the most powerful and the most
desirable. Darker shades of "black" and "brown," on the other hand, have been
viewed as the lowest, the least desirable and the least powerful. Various shades of

"o

‘tan,” "yellow," "red," "olive," and the like are ranked somewhere in the middle. In
general, then, the lighter one's the skin color, the greater one's opportunities for
social and economic advancement. Conversely, the darker one's skin, the more
difficult it has been to gain status or wealth.

Seen in this light, "redskin,” a term once widely used to designate Native
Americans, signifies something more than mere description; it marks a position in
the social hierarchy. Thus even the most neutral or naive use of the term “redskin,"
‘red man,” or similar words cannot help but mark its object as non-white, as
different from the dominant society, as—ultimately— inferior. This js also true,

though in a less obvious way, for words often identified with Native Americans—

"savage,” "brave" and "squaw," for example.
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An historical news example illustrates the "signifying chain” of meanings
surrounding the meaning of "Indian.” When Sitting Bull was killed in 1890, the
New York Times invoked skin color and savagery to signal the status of his race.
Sitting Bull was "distinguished,” the Times said ironically, for his “impracticality
and apparent motivelessness.” He should have been a "comfortable old savage”
eating his government rations, the Times noted, "for it is inconceivable that the red
man should reject anything edible on the score of its quality.” Though "the old
reprobate” was unwilling to be a Messiah to his people, "he was as well aware as any
copper-colored inhabitant of the country of the political value of a Messiah...
(December 16, 1890, p. 4.) In the abstract, "red man" and "copper-colored” are not
negative terms. But in the context of this editorial, these terms are racial markers
linked to several obviously negative words: “impracticality,” motivelessness,”
"savage,” and "reprobate.” The logic of this discourse is to connect the idea of race
with skin color and social worth so that "copper-colored savages” such as Sitting
Bull are identified as different from—and inferior to—whites.

In sum, Native Americans have a powerful racial identity rooted in language
and in the control of that language. Indeed, the argument here is that language itself
is not—and cannot—be neutral or objective. As Said (1986) has argued, someone or
some group always exercises power over words, terms, descriptions and, most
importantly, meanings. Thus the meanings preferred by some individuals or groups
take precedence over the meanings preferred by other individuals or groups. This
inequality leads to the use of language as an instrument of domination and
difference, especially when the language and symbols interact with other political,
social and economic forces within the dominant society.

Discovery, Epistemology and Inequality: European explorers in the Americas
saw themselves as agents of civilization, bringing imperial power and Christianity

(among other things) to an unorganized and heathen land. Not surprisingly, this
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relationship had a host of consequences, not the least of which involved the origin,
character and status of Native Americans. Faced with an entire hemisphere of new
lands and new people to understand and explain, European explorers were forced to
revise their theories about the world. It was largely an epistemological problem.
"Having discovered America, [Europe] now needed to make a place for the New
World within its intellectual and verba] universe," Wayne Franklin has noted
(1979, p. 7). |

One thing never in doubt, however, was European superiority. Europeans
represented civilization and they controlled both the language of discovery and the
organization of knowledge about the New World. Thus Indians became, in Eric
Wolf's (1982) useful phrase, "people without history." Such people, as Said (1986)
has noted, were created as products of western historicism. For non-European
societies, Said writes, historicism has supported the idea that "the one human
history uniting humanity either culminated in or was observed from the vantage
point of Europe, or the west" (p- 223). For North and South America, Africa, and
other parts of the world, history began only when the Europeans arrived. "What
was neither observed by Europe nor documented by it was, therefore, 'lost" until, at
some later date, it too could be incorporated by the new sciences of anthropology,
political economics and linguistics” (p. 223). Said's point is that the very
epistemological foundations of western knowledge are structured in ways which
dimihish the power and significance of the non-European world. This has had the
effect of privileging the European world in its relations with all its others and has
helped perpetuate the myth of European superiority.

Like African-Americans and other people of color, Native Americans were
imagined and symbolically created by the discourse of discovery and conquest. In his

study of early travel writing from the New Worid, Franklin (1979) argues that the
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European use of language offered a powerful and comfortable way of explaining

America:

More than any other emblem of identity, language seemed capable of
domesticating the strangeness of America. It could do so both by the spreading
of Old World names over New World places, people, and objects, and by the
less literal act of domestication which the telling of an American tale

involved. Moreover, it could provide voyagers just departing for America
with a set of articulated goals and designs by which the course of Western
events actually might be organized beforehand. This ability to "plot” New
World experiences in advance was, in fact, the single most important
attribute of European language. Like the expectations about what a New
World report ought to contain (or omit), it entailed a faith in the almost
magical power of words which was part of the larger European assumption
about the immutable correctness of Old World culture (p. 5).

Building on Franklin, my argument is that America generally and Native
Americans specifically were imagined and "created” from a language of discovery
and imperial power that made a full and just account of Native Americans difficult
if not impossible.

Some examples illustrate this point. Early Spanish explorers looked at the
New World "through medieval spectacles” (Hanke, 1959, p. 3), an outlook that
emphasized the fantastic. Europeans had imagined a world inhabited by "giants,
pygmies, dragons, vgriffins, white-haired boys, bearded ladies, human beings adorned
with tails, headless creatures with eyes in their stomachs or breasts, and other
fabulous folks" (Hanke, p. 3). Prepared for such marvels, explorers saw Native
Americans not as fellow humans beings but as strange and exotic creatures whose
values and customs were bizarre or, even worse, heathen.

English patent letters characterized the New World and its inhabitants in
similar terms. Gilbert's patent of 1578, for instance, described the land as "remote,
barbarous, and heathen" (quoted in Seed, 1993, p. 113). Native people were

frequently omitted from these letters altogether. When they were mentioned, they
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were often separated from the English in specifically religious terms; the English
were Christians, of course, but the Indians were "infidels"v and "pagans.” (Seed, p-
115).

Columbus himself emphasized similar themes, The first mention of native
people in his Diario was a reference to their nakedness (1530/1989, p. 63). The Diario
also shows that Columbus, an explorer and voyager on a Royal mission, positioned
Indians not just as different from Europeans but also as natural subjects of Spanish
power and religion. Columbus gave the first natives he met red caps and glass beads
“because I recognized that they were people who would be better freed [from error]
and converted to our Holy Faith by love than by force..."(p. 65). The natives are
friendly, Columbus wrote, "and gave of what they had very willingly." Yet he could
not write about the islanders without making comparisons between native and
European ways. The natives "seemed to me...a people very poor in everything,” he
wrote (p. 65). As evidence, he cited their lack of iron weapons. "They do not carry
arms nor are they acquainted with them, because I showed them swords and they
took them by the edge and through ignorance cut themselves" (p- 67). Columbus
recognized the intelligence of the natives, but he mentioned intelligence a part of
his evaluation of their potential as servants. (pp- 67-68) Finally, it is important that
Columbus described the natives in terms of their skin color. "[Tlhey are the color of
the Canarians," he writes, comparing them to the islanders of the Atlantic, "neither
black nor white..." (p. 67). These initial impressions, collected on the first day of
Columbus's encounter with the natives, illustrate how easily the acts and language
of discovery identified Native Americans as separate and inferior peoples. Cultural
comparisons were inevitable, of course, but the effect of the discourse—discussed in
Europe for decades after 1492—was to amplify racial divisions and position Native

Americans as barbaric, heathen, uneducated, and uncivilized.
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Even Columbus's name for the natives had epistemological consequences. As
Berkhofer has pointed out, by calling indigenous Americans "Indians,” Columbus
erroneously linked them to a known but exotic place and culture, reinforcing the
differences between native and Europeans and emphasizing the "strangeness” of
Native Americans. Wolf (1982) also argues that "Indian” as a racial designation is
the outcome of European economic subjugation. "The term Indian stands for the
conquered populations of the New World, in disregard of any cultural or physicai
differences among native Americans” (p. 380). With Berkhofer, Wolf notes that thé
European designation of Native Americans as "Indians" denied the natives "any
constituent group political, economic, or ideological identity of [their] own" (p. 380).
In sum, the language used to categorize the natives of the New World had
important social, economic and political consequences, one of which was to produce
and sustain an ideology of exaggerated racial differences and Native American
inferiority. Moreover, the single term "Indian” was used to collapse an enormous
variety of indigenous American cultures and societies into a single, oversimplified
category. Thus "Indians” came be seen by Europeans and Americans as a single
group of people when in fact they were quite unlike each other in a variety of ways
and never considered themselves to be a cultural or social unit. In short, the word
“Indian" describes a category of people both defined and united by their differences
from Europeans.

The presumed origin of Native Americans also worked against a full
understanding of native life. In the decades after 1492, Berkhofer has noted, some
European scholars attempted to explain Native Americans according to Christian
cosmology, an explanation which held that all humans were related. But if so, why

were Indians so different from Europeans?

How came these previously unknown peoples to be in the Americas, given
the story told in Genesis of Adam and Eve first peopling the Earth after their
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expulsion from the Garden of Eden and a repeopling of the planet from the
children of Noah after the Flood? If Native Americans were unknown to
Biblical and classical authorities, were they part of the human race at all? If so,
from what branch had they sprung? (Berkhofer, p. 35)

Following this logic, Indians were thought to be the degenerate descendants of
ancient Greeks, Scythians, Tartars, or Spaniards. A popular theory, Berkhofer notes,
linked Indians to one of the lost Ten Tribes of Israel. Such theories fostered ‘a self-
serving view of Indians as degenerates of a once-great people, a view that influenced
a host of later ideas—"doctrines of environmentalism, progress, evolutionism, and
racism” (p. 38)—as ways to categorize, stigmatize, and disfranchise Native -
Americans. All this suggests that the European concept of race had less to do with
biology than with real and imagined "racial” differences. With no concept of
cultural pluralism, Europeans and early Americans could plainly see that native
ways were different from—and inferior to—white ways. But what accounted for the
native inferiority? The most powerful and all-consuming answer was deceptively
simple: "race.” Native cultures were inferior to European cultures because native
people were naturally inferior to whites.

One consequence of such ideas was the division of humankind into moral
categories: some "races” and colors (such as "white" Europeans) were morally
superior to other "races" and colors (such as "black" Africans and "red" Americans).
Berkhofer has pointed out that Europeans linked the moral qualities of a group to
their physical characteristics and divided people into higher and lower categories
according to these physical differences (p- 55). This was probably an inevitable
human response, but it served to widen and exaggerate presumed racial differences
and it helped to justify the European domination of "inferior" peoples.

Indeed, it is my argument that this meaning-making process remains central

to contemporary conceptions of Native Americans and their cultures. Further, I
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maintain that this process helps account for the continuing popularity of the
"Indian” over the past five hundred years.

Civil Society and the Indian: The creation of the Indian identity did not end

with the language of imperial exploration. American ideas about democratic society
also helped define the Native Americans in particular ways. As with earlier
discourse, Native Americans were identified in American society as people beyond
the norms of American social and civic life. And again, this separation had |
important consequences. Alexander (1992) has argued persuasively that American
civil society has important moral dimensions. That is, American society includes a
host of fundamental assumptions about how the society is to be organized; in
Alexander's words, "a realm of structured, socially established consciousness, a
network of understandings..." (p. 290). These understandings, in turn, make up
"distinctive symbolic codes that are critically important in constituting the very
sense of society for those who are within and without it (p. 290). Further, these
symbolic codes constitute categories of civil membership; that is, they allow the
society to distinguish good citizens from bad. Alexander writes, in fact, that "there is
no civil discourse that does not conceptualize the world into those who deserve
inclusion and those who do not" (p- 291).

Alexander's framework illustrates how Native Americans and other
minority groups came to be defined as politically and socially "outside” and inferior.
American democratic discourse is based on European ideas and "white" Americans
naturally located themselves inside this discourse. It was, after all, a vocabulary and
an ideology that reflected their values of political behavior and civic virtue:
‘republicanism and Protestantism, Enlightenment and liberal thought, of the
revolutionary and common law traditions” (Alexander, p. 291). The assumptions
and expectations implied by these terms constitute a boundary between democratic

and "counterdemocratic” qualities. Accordingly, democracy requires rationality, self-
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control, conscience, deliberation, a sense of equality, and so on, Counterdemocratic
qualities include irrationality, passion, greed, conspiracy, hierarchy, and the like.
People who are described by the latter terms, Alexander noies, are seen by "real” or
mainstream Americans as "being unworthy and amoral, as in some sense
'uncivilized" (p. 291).

Although Alexander does not address Native Americans specifically, it is
remarkable how well his analysis fits the native position in American culture. The
counterdemocratic qualities on his list—dependent, irrational, mad, secret, deceitful,
conspiratorial, factional, and the like—are often associated with most blatant racial -
stereotypes of Native Americans. No less than Thomas Jefferson understood the
differences between "the Savage Americans" and European Americans in just such
terms. Jefferson's examination of native life in Virginia led him to conclude that
Indians were organized into "little societies” because "of their having never
submitted themselves to any laws, any coercive power, any shadow of government"
(p- 220). Jefferson, heir to Enlightenment ideas about democracy and individual
rights, overlooked or ignored native ways of governing, and his writing reinforced
the differences between Virginia tribes and English settlers. The poinit is noi to fauit
Jefferson but to illustrate the standards of civic virtue by which Jefferson and other
Americans judged the native world. As this example suggests, such evaluations
were often exaggerated or wrong. Nevertheless, these evaluations identified a host
of cultural and political differences as racial differences, making them even more
intractable than they might otherwise have been.

Editor Horace Greeley also characterized Native Americans in terms of their
potential as citizens. In 1859, the popular founder of the New York Tribune decided
to take his own advice and "go west." By the time he got to Denver, Greeley had
encountered a number of native people and he quickly seized upon their faults. On

the plains, Greeley had seen Indian men "sitting around the doors of thejr lodges at
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the height of the planting season” (p. 152). This violated Greeley's ideas about work
as well as God's plan for America: "These people must die out—there is no help for
them. God has given this earth those who will subdue and cultivate it..." (p. 152).
Indian men, Greeley decided, were "[s]qualid and conceited, proud and worthless,
lazy and lousy" while Indian women were "[d]egraded and filthy" but, unlike the
men, "neither too proud nor too indolent to labor” (p. 153). Although individual
Indians could be shrewd, Greeley thought, most Indians were as simple as children.
"Their arts, wars, treaties, alliances, habitations, crafts, properties, commerce, |
comforts, all belong to the very lowest and rudest ages of human existence” (p. 151).
Notably, Greeley put his evaluation in civic terms: "Any band of schoolboys, from
ten to fifteen years of age, are quite as capable of ruling their appetites, devising and
upholding a public policy, constituting and conducting a state or community, as an
average Indian tribe” (p. 151). To Greeley and most of his readers, Indians were
clearly indolent and primitive, characteristics that put them outside the boundaries
of the society and made them unsuitable candidates for citizenship. Moreover,
Greeley's reports made the differences between the races was seem vast and
immutable.

The common understandings of civic virtue and hard work were also used to
undermine native land claims in the nineteenth century. John Quincy.Adams, for
example, attacked Indian claims in 1800 on the grounds that Indians were only
hunters who "accidentally ranged" over it. "Shall the exuberant bosom of the
common mother, amply adequate to the nourishment of millions, be claimed
exclusively by a few hundreds of her offspring?” Adams asked (quoted in Gossett, ‘
1963, p. 230). Valid claims required that Indians settle on the land and §ll the soil,
Adams wrote—though he conveniently ignored the fact that many Eastern tribes

lived in permanent villages and grew crops.
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Impeaching native virtue became even more acute when the financial stakes
were higher. In 1880, Colorado Congressman James B. Belford used laziness and

sloth to deny mineral rights to native people. Belford concluded that

an idle and thriftless race of Savages cannot be permitted to guard the treasure
vaults of the nation which hold our gold and silver, but that they shall always
be open, to the end that the prospector and miner may enter in and by
enriching himself enrich the nation and bless the world by the results of his
toil (quoted in Gossett, 1963, p- 236).

Hard work and thriftiness were "white" characteristics, unattainable by degraded
"savages.” In other words, the nation's riches belong to its "proper” citizens,
individuals who participate in the capitalist adventure and "enrich the nation.”
Inferior races need not apply.

In sum, Native Americans were defined as clearly outside the common
understandings of the civic order—it was a western European system and Indians
were obviously alien to it. The logic of this civic identification, however, was to
define a host of skin colors and ethnic groups as unfit members of the democracy.
Thus Native Americans, African slaves and black freedmen, Asian workers,
Southern Europeans, and many others were marginalized both in discourse and in
fact. In the case of Indians—people with "red” skins and “uncivilized" ways—there
was little doubt about their moral and civic deficiencies, a fact that has been
embedded in decades of American journalism and popular culture.

Media, Meanings and Indians: As Hall's "signifying chain" of meanings
suggests and the discourse of discovery illustrates, humans use stereotypes and
generalizations to understand other people and other groups. Indeed, it is probably
impossible to think about and understand any group or category of people without
some reliance on such generalizations. Nevertheless, the use of stereotypes and

generalizations can be seen as racist, where racism is defined as “those social
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practices which (explicitly or implicitly) attribute merits or allocate values to
members of racially categorized groups solely because of their 'race™ (Omi &
Winant, p. 145).

Some examples show how this process works today in popular discourse:
young African-American males can jump high, Asian students are academically
gifted, and Native Americans have a "sixth sense” in the wilderness. Whatever the
truth of such generalizations, it is clearly not the case that all young African-
American males are good jumpers, that all Oriental students are gifted or that all |
Indians have extraordinary powers of sight, sound and smell. Nevertheless, these
generalizations have power in the society because they are widely accepted as true,
whatever their literal truth. The fact that such racial generalizations are well known
is a major source of their power and it is my contention that American society relies
on a host of unstated racial assumptions that "everybody knows." These
assumptions, in turn, perpetuate racism at all levels of society, including popular
culture and the media.

Van Dijk's (1993) work on race and media sheds some light on how such
racial generalizations interact with mass media. Historically, he notes, news and
other public accounts of native peoples were closer to storytelling than to formal
news. In both cases, commonplace stories about racial and ethnic affairs presuppose
the storyteller's knowledge and beliefs about those affairs. Moreover, van Dijk
writes, "storytellers implement, enact, legitimate, or challenge group knowledge,
attitudes, and ideologies and thereby contribute to the reproduction of ethnic
prejudices...” (p. 122). Van Dijk's insights offer further support for the idea that
racial attitudes are embedded in both personal and societal narratives and that these
narratives function in ways that maintain the dominant social order and keep racial

minorities in an inferior position.
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Native American product and team names are one ordinary manifestation of
this practice. The list is extensive: Jeep Cherokee, Ford Thunderbird, Pontiac, Kansas
City Chiefs, Atlanta Braves, Washington Redskins, Chicago Blackhawks, Tomahawk
missiles, Apache helicopters, Crazy Horse Malt Liquor and so on. As this list
illustrates, a only small number of qualities associated with Native Americans are
emphasized: Cherokees are tough, Pontiacs are powerful, Chiefs and Braves are
fearless, Apaches are great warriors and so on. Such racial logic sustains and
reinforces the popular understandings of "Indians” and "Indian" characteristics,
suggesting qualities that do not fit most Native Americans or that emphasize vague
glories of the past. Nevertheless, these generalizations persist as evidence of racial
differences, distinctions that follow a "they-all-look-alike" type of reasoning. Such
thinking reduces the diverse range of native people and cultures to a small number
of mostly negative and easily identifiable characteristics.

With respect to mascot names, it is significant that the debate centers on
almost exclusively on Native American names, No sports team today carries a team
name considered offensive to African Americans, Hispanic Americans, Asian
Americans, Jews, Catholics, or Protestants. But the Redskins, Braves, Chiefs,
Blackhawks, and Indians continue to play football, baseball, hockey and other sports.
This would seem to be direct evidence for the continuing power of the Indian
stereotype in American culture. As suggested by the language and logic of discovery,
Native Americans and their cultures are uniquely available for appropriation and
use in ways that other people or cultures are not. Racial ideology is so embedded in
popular thinking about Native Americans that team owners, players, fans, sports
writers, and most of the public see the mascot debate as a tnv1al 1ssue or another
example of "political correctness” gone awry.

The deeply embedded meaning of "Indians" is also evident in news

representations of contemporary Native Americans. Four recent stories, three from
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newspapers and one from a television news magazine, demonstrate that even
balanced and "objective” contemporary reporting engages a set of common
understandings and cultural assumptions about native people. While these
examples are not statistically derived, I argue that they do illustrate the meaning-
making process commonly used to make sense of "Indians" in contemporary media.
The first story, published in Oklahoma City in 1992, reported a federal judge's
decision forbidding the state Corrections Department from cutting the hair of native
inmates who wear long hair for religious reasons. While the decision was a victoryl
for the inmates, the story cast doubt on the nature and value of native religious
beliefs. The second paragraph of the story, for instance, named the three inmates
and said they "professed to practice a religious faith in which the cutting of their
hair would be a sin” (Godfrey, Daily Oklahoman, January 8, 1992, p. 15A). The story
noted that the state had allowed long hair for "sincere” religious beliefs, but later
_revoked these exemptions as a threat to prison order and security. While the story
balanced the state's interest in order against the judge's reasoning in overruling the
state, it omitted any explanation of the inmates' beliefs, raising serious questions
about the legitimacy of their ideas. What was this religion and why did it require
long hair? What was the origin of such beliefs? What tribes follow this practice?
Were these inmates members of those tribes? None of these questions was asked or
answered in the story, omissions that undermined native religious claims and
suggested its frivolous nature. Furthermore, the story's characterization of the
inmates' beliefs—that they "professed to practice" this religion—hinted that these
beliefs might be insincere. Based on the information available in the story, the
native belief in long hair was either silly, groundless or simply convenient, a
religious belief dredged up to create disorder and challenge prison authority. As in

the past, this representation of "Indians” revealed them as cultural and civic
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outsiders, people with odd, perhaps unexplainable (and decidedly ﬁon-Christian)
religious beliefs who use them to make trouble in the larger society.

Another recent news story employed a series of clichés about native people.
Dirk Johnson, a writer for the New York Times News Service, used the success of a
Minnesota tribe to explain the effects of casino gambling on tribal life across the
nation. The story opened with the contrast between the stark but glorious native
past and the controversial but lucrative future. "On this rolling expanse of t.all-gra‘ss
prairie,” Johnson began, "...tribal elders would remind children growing up in
rickety trailers that life had not always been so stingy."” But change was on the way.

Writing from Prior Lake, Minnesota, Johnson continued:

The elders [of the Shakopee Mdewekantan)] spoke of a time when great
herds of roaming buffalo thundered on the plains with a promise of
abundance for American Indians.

This is effectivev writing, using contrast and colorful details to Create reader interest.
But it is also a romantic invocation of the Mdewekantan past, a way of efficiently
glossing over the complex history of a tribe few readers have ever heard of. This
efficiency, in fact, is what makes this theme such effective journalism—it's exactly
the story we expect from Indians on the plains: Once life was glorious, then the
white man came. Not coincidentally, Johnson's romanticism can be found in
dozens of historic "Indian" movies, from Little Big Man to Dances With Woluves.
Missing from Johnson's romantic thesis, however, was a detailed and informed
explanation of the natives on their own terms, before and after white men came.,
The story also assumed a capitalist future for tribal success. Johnson
mentioned the "burst of entrepreneurship” taking hold on many reservations. He

noted the gaming windfall that has financed new roads, houses and schools in
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Indian Country. He reported that the Southern Ute tribe had purchased a gas-
drilling company, a way of seeking more economic self-determination for the tribe.
This reporting was nominally fair and "objective.” But story's assumptions were
entirely utilitarian and capitalistic; the tribes were presented here as moving
naturally and inevitably toward the accumulation of wealth, economic
independence, and devélopment of infrastructure. This model apparently applies to
the tribes named in the story, but other ways of native growth and development |
were not suggested here. In other words, the natives who follow the dominant
culture could be explained and commended in the media. Tribes less capitalistic—
tribes with traditional ways of development and different models of success—got no
endorsement here.

Another recent story, aired on ABC's 20/20 on August 13, 1993, concerned the
efforts of the Golden Hill Paugussett tribe to obtain land for a casino in Connecticut,
an action that threatened the property rights of thousands of homeowners. The
story was dramatic and emotional, a "natural” topic for a prime-time news
magazine. Reporter John Stossel began by recounting the financial hardships of
several residents as a result of the tribal claim. Homeowner Dan Nyzio of Trumbull,
Connecticut, complained, "How would you feel if somebody shoved this [summons]
in your hand and your property is threatened.... They want my property that I ‘
worked hard for all my life."

The story described the historical background of the dispute and laid out the
issues on both sides. Despite the superficial balance of the story, the Paugussetts were
positioned as threats to the social and economic order. As homeowner Nyzio noted,
he worked hard for his home and property, a statement that implies that the Indians
did not. This is explicit later in the story, when Stossel notes that the Paugussett
chief has arranged a $500,000 HUD grant for housing assistance. The story then turns

to homeowner Bob Daloia: "That's another gift. Their philosophy is to jump on the
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of the people in this country. The other one percent are a bunch of freeloaders, like
these guys. They're looking for free stuff.” Like Horace Greeley, these Connecticut
homeowners champion hard work, a virtue apparently missing in these native
people, “the other one percent.” The logic of such reasoning is fundamentally racist:
these people-—Indians—aren't like us; they're lazy and they want government
handouts. "This is greed,” a Trumbull selectman said at another point in the report.

Other "Indian" meanings surface as well. In fact, the whole concept of Indian
identity is questioned in this story. One of the Paugussett leaders, Stossel notes, was
"known for years to people around Trumbull as Ricky Piper.” But Ricky changed
and "now calls himself Chief Quiet Hawk...." So is he a rea] Indian? The people of
Trumbull don't think so, as this excerpt reveals:

Homeowner Carol Moreau: "This is still a so-called chief, this is not, as far as
we're concerned, an Indian, a genuine Indian."

Stossel: "You don't think he's a genuine Native American?"

Moreau: "Well, he may have some Indijan blood."

The story then moves to Stossel's interview with Piper/Quiet Hawk. Stossel:
"And you're an Indian."

Piper/Quiet Hawk: "I am an Indian."

Stossel: "And how much of you is Indian?"

Piper/Quiet Hawk: "Well, my father's a full-blooded Indian and my mother

. was black.” Stossel then acknowledges that makes him legal Indian. But this claim is

again challenged by residents of Trumbull, and then by Stosse], acting out his role as
the skeptical reporter.

Nyzio: "There was no Big Eagle, no Small Eagle, no Moonface, no nothing
just Ricky and Kenny, just like anybody else."

Moreau: "They're a family. That's all we know them as.”
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Stossel: "They say you're not really a serious Indian. You're Ricky Piper.
They've known you all your life. It's only when you could make money that you
becarhe Chief Quiet Hawk."

Piper/Quiet Hawk: "Well, unfortunately, they—they would be wrong."

These exchanges illustrate the continuing effort of the dominant culture to
define Indians without regard to native ideas or definitions. Despite the chief's
undisputed legal status and the blood quantum that Stossel acknowledges, the
residents refuse to accept his identity, a position the story tacitly supports. The
Trumbull homeowners didn't know the Piper family to be an Indian family, so they
must not be Indian, no matter what their heredity, legal status or current claim. By
raising questions about native identity, the story reasserts the right of the dominant
culture—in this case, the hard-working homeowners of Trumbull—to define who
and what counts as "Indian." And the story clearly suggests that these "new” Indians
are using their identity for private financial gain.

'fhis disputed identity leads to such curious phrases as "genuine Indian" and
"serious Indian," as if genuineness and seriousness were "racial" qualities.
Moreover, neither Stossel nor anyone else in the story explains what degree of
"Indianness” it would take for the Piper family to be considered "genuine” Indians.
Is their "race” a matter of what they tell their neighbors? Is it what they tell
themselves privately? Or is it a matter of skin color? If skin color counts, that ought
to help Ricky Piper/Quiet Hawk, a man who appears to have relatively dark skin—
though no one in the "20/20" story offers this as evidence of his identity. Such
questions highlight the unstable definition of "race” as well as the way "racial” ideas
are used in the media to delegitimize native identities and protect the status quo.

A 1994 Gannett News Service story about land claims in New York state
reveals several similar uses of "Indian” meanings. The story, by reporter Carl o

Weiser, explains the conflict between white landowners in the Eastern U.S. and new
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claims made by Native Americans. While the story is balanced in its use of sources
and opinions, it nonetheless frames the issue in ways which undermine the native

view. Consider this dramatic lead:

WASHINGTON — The 17,500 residents of Grand Island, N.Y., got one
big eviction notice last August.

The Seneca Nation of Indians filed a federal lawsuit seeking the return
of its colonial-era tribal lands, including Grand Island, and demandin_g the
ouster of residents. (August 21, 1994)

This makes interesting copy. But is it an accurate summary of the conflict? The story
itself provides some clues. The third paragraph, for example, refers to the Grand
Island real estate market being “temporarily paralyzed,” language that suggests that
the "eviction notice" of the first paragraph was exaggerated. More importantly, the .
story puts the probable outcome of the case in paragraph 48 (out of 51). Paraphrasing
a New York state legislator speaking about a similar claim from the Onieda tribe, the
reporter writes: "No one is going to lose their land...." Instead, a monetary
settlement is likely, the legislator points out.

Like the "20/20" story, this story emphasizes conflict—evicting people froim
their homes. But because this conflict represented a threat to the white majority, the
eviction theme was emphasized beyond the facts of the story itself. More
importantly, this story, like the "20/20" story, questioned the legitimacy of the
native legal claims. The second paragraph, quoted above, labeled the land claim as
"colonial-era,” a term which can be seen as attacking its validity, suggesting that the
claim is so old as to be worthless. Further down, the story cites the "historic wrongs"
committed against the tribes, printing this term in quotes. Such punctuation tags
this phrase as something less than true and opens the way to disputing these
"wrongs” altogether. As a result, this story communicates something more than an

objective and balanced review of native land claims in the East. By emphasizing the
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threat to white landowners, questioning native legal claims, and underplaying
actual grievances of native people, the story offers a good read but one that
continues to treat Native Americans as deviant citizens, people who want to receive
handouts at the expense of white Americans. One hundred thirty-five years after
Greeley saw Indians sitting when he thought they should have been planting,
reporter Weiser described the Senecas as more interested in suing over their
colonial-era lands than in working "real” jobs. Then as now, a full understanding of
native life proved illusive in the press. |

Conclusion: The idea of the "Indian” in America is a complex cultural
construct deeply rooted in language, Western epistemology and American civil
discourse. It is my argument that these forces are so fundamental to "Indian”
meanings in the media and popular culture that almost every public reference to
Native Americans is understood in such terms. This was the case in 1990, for
example, when Kevin Costner's Dances With Wolves became a box office success
portraying the Sioux in romantic terms. Although this was an openly sympathetic
image of the Sioux, it was a marginal position, an exotic and colorful culture from
which Costner, the movie's central character, could learn new truths about himself
and his culture. The Sioux were "good Indians,” but they were also outsiders, fated
to recede before the sweep of American progress. This marginal position has long
been popular in Hollywood, as Berkhofer has noted: "No matter how important the
Indian might be to the Western plot and genre, he usually served in the end as the
backdrop rather than the center of attention...” (p. 98).

A more flagrant native representation surfaced in 1994 when country singer
Tim McGraw released a recording called "Indian Outlaw.” The lyrics included thése
lines: "I'm an Indian outlaw/half Cherokee and Choctaw/my baby she's a
Chippewa/ she'é one of a kind" and "You can find me in my wigwam/I'll be beating

on my tom-tom/pull out the pipe and smoke you some/hey, pass it around.” Such
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language might be dismissed as silly and insignificant. But easy familiarity and -
continued popularity of the cartoon "Indian" demonstrates the incredible durability
and cultural power of this symbol.

Native Americans suffer from a narrow definition, one that is deeply racist
and inherently harmful. Current debates about mascots, product names, newspaper

and movie images, and the like are so enmeshed in a web of cultural assumptions

- and common understandings that neither media producers or consumers are able to

think beyond the usual explanatory categories. No matter how different individual
Native Americans may be, no matter what their similarities and differences from
each other or from European Americans, Native Americans cannot overcome the
identity they have been assigned. What is necessary, then, are new ways of thinking
about "race” and difference. New symbols, new terms and new understandings
might, over time, help enlarge the image of Native Americans and allow them to
transcend their position in American culture. Given the centuries of
misrepresentation and the embedded nature of racial ideology, this will be no easy

task.
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Book by Raymond Stedman:
Shadows of the Indian
Oklahoma Press (1982)
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